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CHAPTER
1



JOHNNY DID NOT believe in omens. If he did, he might have found meaning in the air that morning, each breath heavy with the lingering smell of a brush fire that had been extinguished only hours earlier. Johnny exhaled, letting his chest fall, wondering what it would feel like if the next rise of breath never came. But then it did, and he smiled: the smell of the charred grasses, of the refuge, of his entire world, sweeping through him. He realized that in this moment, he was happy. Which was rare. Maybe it was because the drought had finally broken, nature intervening just in time to keep the fire from spreading. Maybe it was a sign of something else.

All he knew for sure was that things could have been much worse. He had been watching the storm from his porch when the heat lightning struck, then stood in awe with the firefighters as the rain started less than an hour later, the tears of joy on his face disguised by the downpour. Now, Johnny could barely bring himself to drive his Jeep over the grasses, reluctant to flatten the resilient blades that so easily could have been consumed by the flames. He was eager to start his afternoon tour and assess in the daylight just how much damage they had endured.

The Amarant was the largest privately owned wildlife refuge in the United States, Johnny liked to brag. Once you got within its gates, it took another fifteen minutes just to drive to the lobby where guests checked into their tents, a term used loosely and imprecisely to describe palatial rooms constructed from canvas that were climate controlled, hooked up to running water, and more luxurious than many hotel rooms. Johnny often wondered if guests went home and bragged about their rugged trip to the wilderness, even though they had been ignoring him during the wildlife tours, focusing instead on overpriced spa treatments or room service on their private deck. The folksy camping charade irked him, many things did, but he knew the hospitality arm funded the research and upkeep of the land.

And he had a good gig as a tour ranger, he knew that too. Besides the dorky uniform, which had to be specially ordered for his height, he had no complaints. It was, he thought every morning, the best place in the world to work. Sometimes he volunteered to work overtime running the shuttle, driving guests from the front gate’s parking lot to their rooms. He told his boss it was for the extra money, but really, he loved witnessing the moment someone saw the refuge for the first time, as if all of his own life choices could be validated by a stranger’s wide-eyed wonder as they drank in the lush scenery rushing past their windows. He always drove the shuttle along the same route, winding right next to the river that drew a sawtooth line from the front gate to the hotel lobby. The van would bounce along the rocky bank as if it were just another pebble in the waters being swept through the plains and down into the valley, destined by the existence of a current to reach some end. That destination, it turns out, was the Visitor Center where guests checked in, and where Johnny was waiting outside now while his new tour group lathered on sunscreen.

It was a young family touring with him this morning, just parents and one kid. The first thing Johnny noticed was their camera equipment. The only thing that would make the price of those cameras appropriate is if the father introduces himself as David Attenborough, Johnny thought, but then felt guilty about the slight. Whenever he found himself judging his lot for the day, the wealthy tourists from all over the world who came here to spend their money and their time with him as he sweated through his khaki uniform, he tried to remind himself that they were no different from him. I’m a tourist here too, he thought, always, as he jammed his legs into the driver’s seat and revved the engine.

“Ready to see the most magical place on earth?” he directed the question to the kid, who was being hoisted into his seat by his mother.

“We’re at Disney World?” The boy opened his eyes wide and stared at his distracted father, who was still fidgeting with the zoom lens on his camera.

“Even better.” Johnny smiled.

In his six years working as a ranger, he never tired of climbing into the driver’s seat of the Jeep, with the leather of the steering wheel puckered along the stitching, the canvas roof that he stripped away at the first sign of spring, the turn signals that were never used. But mostly he loved the view—sixty thousand acres of wildlife refuge, of thickets and bushes overgrown, the walls of paradise spilling out in front of him with each push on the gas pedal.

He pulled the Jeep off the smooth cement of the parking lot, and it dipped down as the front wheels reunited with the dirt, then again when the back wheels brought them to level ground. The mother lolled in the back, her body pitching forward with each bump, and Johnny guessed her lunch had consisted mostly of their restaurant’s famous gin fizz cocktails.

“I’m Johnny, and I’ll be your guide today,” he started, then continued with his standard disclaimer. “This is not a zoo. This is not a safari. This is a wildlife refuge, its main purpose is rescuing, protecting, studying, and, most importantly, restoring the animals’ natural habitat.” All funded by your three-night stay in a canvas palace, he thought to himself. “Hey, kid, which way should we go?”

“Left!” The boy was thrilled to be asked.

Johnny floored it to the left, hoping that around this hour there would be a herd of bison grazing by the tall trees along the west ravine. Bison were always a crowd pleaser, especially for kids, and easy to find. The father’s camera shutter punctuated each breath, desperate to hold on to the scenery as it hurtled past them. Doesn’t count if you only see it through a viewfinder, he thought. When Johnny’s walkie crackled, the voice of Ian, a fellow guide, interrupted the silence of the plains and the hum of the wheels. The mother startled, clutching her hand to her heart.

“Code Eleven near TT on EE,” Ian reported.

Only Johnny knew what he meant, that there were elk near the tallest tree, the one closest to the eastern edge of the refuge. The “code” was part of a system the rangers had developed a few years back, a way to share information about animals’ whereabouts while keeping guests’ surprise levels high when they did find the animals. There was something magical, the team had determined, about being surprised, about the beauty of an apparently chance encounter. It was more exciting for guests to stumble upon a herd than to know they were seeking it out. Fate, managed by walkie-talkies.

The system did not always work. Engaged guests would ask about what a Code Eleven was. But the group today was quiet, so Johnny headed east unquestioned, annoyed to be driving away from the site of the fire, where he wanted to assess the damage, but pleased when their path intersected the elk herd. The largest buck led the pack, his head bobbing under the weight of his crown of antlers. He was trailed by three young calves who trotted behind him, wobbling on fresh legs. The herd strolled past the car, ambivalent to the rhythmic shutter, shutter, shutter of knock-off David Attenborough’s camera.

The kid squealed with delight. “Is that a deer? Like Bambi?” he pointed to the leader. “How old is the big one?”

“That’s an elk.” Johnny answered. “And not sure exactly. But they can live to be up to thirteen.” Johnny passed him his binoculars. “Here. See if you can catch a closer look at his big ol’ antlers.”

“Is it true that elk never forget anything? That they have amazing memories?” The kid was holding the binoculars backwards. “I learned that. In school.”

“I think you’re talking about elephants,” Johnny leaned back and flipped the binoculars the right way round. “Elephants have incredible memories. But never forgetting anything, I don’t know about that. Sounds tough.”

“I am going to remember everything ever. It’s going to be awesome,” the little boy had successfully figured out the binoculars and was using them to stare at the biggest elk’s buttocks, giggling. “I’m going to be like an elephant.”

“Hey, what do they call an elephant who never showers?” Johnny asked, changing the subject.

“What?”

“A smelly-phant!”

That joke, combined with the excitement of the elk, was too much for the kid, who cycled between hysterically laughing and singing, “Smelly-phant! Smelly-phant! Smelly-phant!”

“Sorry,” Johnny mouthed to the parents, who, thankfully, were laughing.

He turned to the boy. “Hey, kid, I’ve got a job for you. Keep scanning the horizon. You’re our lookout now. Stay super focused and let me know if you see anything good.” The kid’s eyes got wide at the word lookout. He pressed himself against the door of the Jeep and hung his head out to look past Johnny toward the horizon, like a dog lapping up the wind during a car ride.

They continued on, the lush greenery fading away as they moved toward the dusty desert plains near the farthest edge of the refuge. Johnny was pleased with himself, impressed by how well his lookout game was working to keep the kid interested. He relished the silence, enjoying the rush of the wind and the smell of the budding sagebrush, until the boy interrupted the tranquility.

“I see something! I see something! I see something!” The boy was shaking with excitement. “What if it’s a bear? Or a tiger?”

“No tigers here, bud.” Johnny slowed to a stop and fidgeted with the binoculars, trying to get a closer look. But it was the father’s camera that caught focus first.

“I think …” the man started, and Johnny couldn’t tell if the guy was actually too buzzed to string a sentence or if he was choosing his words carefully. “I think it’s a person.”

Now Johnny saw it too.

There was a figure crouched in the grasses, too far away to distinguish any more. Johnny scanned the expanse of flat plains around them but didn’t see a car. They were tens of miles from any refuge building, and there was no way to get here on foot. Unless, Johnny realized, panic wrapping around his lungs, the person had come from beyond the nearby gates, the iron posts that defended the edge of the refuge.

“Fucking poachers.” Johnny had not meant to let the expletive tumble from his mouth, but he felt confident the kid was too distracted to notice.

For only the second time in six years, Johnny reached for his rifle.



The Amarant was lucky to have one of the best security forces money could buy, but that didn’t keep poachers from slinking in, compelled by their lust for antlers, for game trophies, for money. Horns could go for ten thousand dollars or more on the black market, and it was almost impossible to get permits.

Three years ago, Johnny had been pulled from his tour rotation for a week after he’d found the bighorn sheep one morning, horns slashed and stolen, the animals viewed as nothing more than bank vaults for their extremities. As herds had begun to repopulate on the refuge, word had spread, and devastation followed.

He thought about that day now as he marched toward the interloper hiding in the grass. It had been around five in the morning. There had been a full moon the night before, and he had stayed up late, like he and his daughter Milly had done every full moon. It was their beloved monthly tradition that had started, originally, as a desperate compromise. Because when Milly was little, Johnny made the mistake, only realized in retrospect, of teaching her that some animals were nocturnal. When she first heard the word, her big brown eyes lit up and she repeated it a few times to herself, like a secret spell, before claiming it as her own. “I’m noctuuurnal,” she would tell tourists, drawing out the middle of the word like a sweet she wanted to savor. She loved the darkness, the stars, the thought of being awake in the world while everyone else slumbered. Yes, she loved everything about being nocturnal—except how hard it was to stay awake. That part, she outsourced to Johnny.

Every night, she would convince him to drive to the far cliffs that towered over the river, where they looked for shapes in the shadows of the rock face like constellations in the sky. There, she asked interminable questions about the world around them. She would ask about the moon, the constellations, the animals, or the dirt, challenging the world to entertain her enough to stay awake. Johnny would answer what he could and talk about what he could not, a willing partner in her nightly cross-examination of the universe. Eventually, one of the questions would trail off, the whisper of its wondering swept away by the wind, an unknown question lost to look for its own answer. And then, Johnny would drive his “nocturnal” daughter back to their cabin, trying not to wake his wife, Mallory, as he slipped into bed.

It was only after he slept through a morning tour that he knew the system was unsustainable. It was time to give up their nightly sojourns and, in the process, break his daughter’s heart. They were sitting on the porch, dangling their feet off the edge and throwing pebbles toward an old tree stump, a target chosen for no reason besides its existence.

“You’re not nocturnal,” he told her as his pebble ricocheted off the stump and disappeared into the grass. “We can’t keep staying up so late.” They sat in silence for a bit, the plink of the pebbles the soundtrack to their mutual grief.

“What about …” her eyes squinted with the suggestion of an idea, and she set down her handful of stones to focus on the problem. A few of the smaller pebbles slipped through the slats of wood and hit the ground below, sounding like rainfall. “What about a compromise?”

They agreed that once a month they could stay up as late as she wanted, and he would take the morning off the next day. The full moon felt like a natural choice. There was something mystical about full moons on the refuge, the edges of the landscape illuminated in its ethereal glow while the crevices were cast darker into shadow, an entire world glittering in accidental contrast. And thus, their full moon tradition was born.

The moon had been particularly bright that night three years ago, which might have been why the questions did not trail off until the early morning when the shadows were melting away. When Milly’s final question was left unasked, Johnny drove slowly through the peaceful dawn, trying to keep the hum of the engine quiet enough so that he would not disturb her sleep. The Jeep was ambling down the sloped hill near the lake when he spotted the bighorn sheep, their gray undercoats almost camouflaging them with the pearly dawn. From that distance he couldn’t make out anything beyond their shapes, and he assumed that they were asleep. Finding the bighorn sheep pack at all was very rare, and spying on them during their slumber felt like sharing a secret with his daughter.

Then he saw the axes, littered around the carcasses, wet with blood. A few of the sheep had been shot but remained intact, the others beheaded. Trophy poachers. The male born with only one horn lay closest, his deformity rendering his skull useless to the monsters who had killed him anyway. Johnny remembered the day he had found the one-horn sheep, braying on the side of the nearby highway as he attempted to hobble on his broken leg. They’d been told not to intervene with nature, to let the circle of life and death continue to spin. But this was not nature, the highway paved carelessly across the grasses. Johnny loaded the sheep into his car, and months later, watched as he was released into the refuge. He stirred from a sedated slumber on newly steady legs, sniffed the unspoiled air, and then turned his lopsided headwear and trotted toward the pack as if he had always known them and had simply fallen a few steps behind. Now he lay lifeless, that same pack strewn around him. The bullet wound was still flowing a gentle river of deep red that puddled near his mouth, and Johnny could see the reflection of his blank stare in the glassy surface of the scarlet pool.



Now, all these years later, the tourist mother looked nervous as she pulled her son onto her lap and embraced him in a hug, meant both to soothe and to restrain. The father was still glued to his viewfinder, capturing the scene, more entertained than frightened. Johnny knew he should take them back to the lodge and notify security, in case this was a poacher. But his adrenaline pumped bloody images through his mind that clouded his vision so much that he could barely see, let alone think. The smell of the budding sage was making him sick as he marched through the dusty expanse, holding his rifle on his shoulder. A poacher would have no way of knowing that he had never pulled the trigger. As he got closer, a single cogent thought crept through the violent haze. Why would a poacher be out in daytime? The realization came at the same moment a little girl rose from the bushes, her face stained with tears.

Johnny dropped his gun.

The camera shutter clicked.







CHAPTER
2



JOHNNY WAS A man of habit. Every Tuesday, the staff who lived on the grounds convened at the restaurant bar. “Like animals around the watering hole,” inevitably someone would joke within their first month of work. So even though his day had been unlike any other with the arrival of the little girl, he pushed open the mahogany doors and waded through the familiar crowd. It was the one night that all the different departments got a chance to intermingle, swapping war stories from the week, one batch of weekenders gone, the next yet to arrive. Johnny loved the predictability of the gathering. The cooks pressed tour guides for details about the guests, the off-duty security drank too much in the excitement of a night off, and the wildlife researchers kept to themselves. Most importantly, the hospitality team plied everyone with drinks, a practice that kept conversation flowing, the consistent hum of chatter in the room always a few decibels higher than was comfortable. But as Johnny pushed through the doors, he knew it would be different tonight, that everyone would be talking about one thing—the girl.

The bar was one of those peculiar rooms that seemed to be the size needed for whatever party it was hosting. Johnny had seen small intimate gatherings stretch late into the night, candles flickering and low conversation bouncing off the oxblood red walls. But tonight, thirty or so staff members spilled into leather booths, whispered across high-top tables, and lingered by the bar. People from the outside would always say that it must be a drag to live where you worked, but that was part of the reason Johnny loved his job. His heart beat a little slower when he gathered in this room, settling into the comfort of knowing that all of his people were gathered in one place. He always arrived at least thirty minutes late, if you can be late to an event that is technically, unplanned. But tonight, he was later than he would have liked, held up talking to the security team about the little girl who was now sleeping in the lone unsold suite. He leaned against the same wood table as always, and counted heads from the edge of the room. “Where’s Ian?” he asked no one in particular.

“He left earlier to see his sister outside for the next few days,” Grace, the young woman who ran the childcare center responded. Johnny nodded and entered the fray.

Everyone was trying not to stare, which he found even more distracting than if they had simply mobbed him. He was not the kind of person who could hide in a crowd, his excessive height drawing attention even on a normal evening. But tonight, the group parted as he walked, like he was a magnet turned the wrong way round.

He made his way to Winona, the woman who ran the entire refuge and had hired him six years ago. She was in her late sixties now, her age evident only in the deep lines that creased by her eyes when she smiled and her silver gray hair that she had tied into a low bun. She seemed just as youthful and energetic as the day she offered him the job. Or maybe, Johnny realized, he did not notice her age because he was getting older too, his unruly red hair thinner than the day they had met, his pants a little tighter. She smiled and steered them toward the couch by the bar, placing a calming hand on his shoulder. The room swelled with chatter again.

“Take this, I can’t drink like I used to.” Winona forced the drink into Johnny’s hand and waited for a response that didn’t come. “You’ve seen more than I have now! This tops the time I saw the mountain lion with her kittens. Remember that?”

“Yeah,” Johnny grunted back, not in the mood for casual conversation.

“What’s wrong?” Winona’s eyes narrowed as she searched his.

“I had my gun out.” Johnny was surprised that he said it, assuming this would be yet another guilt he swallowed, kept buried. “I scared her.”

“It’s not safe out there for a kid,” Winona comforted him. “You technically saved her.”

He ignored the assurance. “So what did the police say?”

“Oh, you mean the toddler with a taser they sent over this afternoon to talk to me?” Winona groaned. “He asked me a bunch of questions and said they would be back to talk to the girl after they made some calls. I told them she could stay overnight in case anyone is looking for her here.”

“I’ve been watching the news, but haven’t seen anything about people looking for a kid. She was far in too, don’t know how she got there. It’s weird.”

“I’ve known the refuge to attract a few lost souls before.” Winona winked, then stood up and patted his shoulder. He sat on the couch while the ice in the drink she’d handed him started to melt.



It was late by the time Johnny got back to his cabin, and he should have gone to bed. But he wandered into his daughter’s room and sat where he always did on the edge of her bed. His chest tightened as he felt the mattress give to his weight. It had been two years since she and Mallory had died, but he never got used to the way his body sank down into the bed when he sat, no sleeping Milly to counterbalance him. He steadied himself, then turned toward the bookshelf. The books spilled out, scattered on every available surface. She had “borrowed” so many from the gift shop that never found their way back that eventually management started gifting unsold copies to her, a kindhearted defense to protect their own shelves. She baffled him. The most beautiful place on the planet at her fingertips, and yet she always had her nose buried in books. Sometimes, after a long day of tours, he would come back to find her in the hammock hanging from the tree out back, her focus so intense he could push her back and forth for minutes before she would even look up.

She used to write in the margins of her books, always in the same blue pen, ones she stole from the security office. They were lost and discarded throughout their cabin like dust bunnies, and she always had one on her person. “Hey, by any chance, do you happen to a have a pen on you? Preferably blue?” Johnny used to ask, teasing her. She would always laugh, even though it was barely a joke. He would still find a blue pen in the cabin from time to time. Behind the fridge, in an old suitcase, between the pages of a book. And he always left them there, as if she might walk in one day and say, “Hey, Dad, do you happen to have a pen on you? Preferably blue?”

He never asked what she was writing in the books. He didn’t even open one until after, years after, when he decided to put a desk in her room as a way to pretend he was turning it into a study, a move to placate his friends who suggested the space was too harsh a reminder. He had knelt to place a fallen book back in its rightful spot—she organized them alphabetically—when the sight of her handwriting knocked the wind out of him. “Ha!” she had written next to an underlined paragraph. He pictured her writing that little note to no one, for herself, and he wept for an hour before he could muster the energy to stand.

After that night, he would come to know the scribbles in her margins better than any of the books themselves. Sometimes the notes were little exclamations, reactions to plot, or condemnations of the characters. Sometimes she would draw symbols, which Johnny wished he could decipher. He couldn’t tell the difference in meaning between her bracketing a sentence or underlining it, but both, he could tell, were good things. The highest praise, he knew, was when she would rewrite the very same line next to the words on the page. Sentences that Johnny would have skimmed over suddenly stood out as exceptional when seen written by her neat hand.

Tonight, he was feeling masochistic. He turned to the only note he had read just a handful of times. It was in the middle of the book with the beautiful leaf on the cover, four plain words: “Reminds me of Dad.” He had never read the book, so he didn’t know what it meant. And he never would. He couldn’t risk knowing who had inspired the comparison. He traced his fingers over her cursive-print hybrid, not wanting to catch any words on the page in case they revealed the shortcomings of the character therein.



The hospitality office’s coffee carafe was empty by eight in the morning as the head of security, Lenny, held court, trying to crowd-source information about their mystery guest. The room was small and, ironically, inhospitable. Johnny sat perched on the edge of the back counter, sandwiched between the coffee and a plate of leftover muffins from the guests’ breakfast buffet the morning prior. Winona and Grace sat next to Lenny at the creaky table in the center of the room, their shoulders slumped.

“She won’t even tell me her name, let alone how she got here.” Grace spoke as if this was a personal affront, that her inability to connect with this child delegitimized her job as the head of the childcare center.

“The whole thing is so strange.” Winona shook her head.

“What is happening with the cops?” Lenny asked.

“As I mentioned”—Winona took a long pause here, reminding him that the question was repetitive—“they are sending someone over tonight. Said they had to make more calls, but the short story is that nobody is looking for her.”

Lenny nodded as if this was new, or positive, information.

“Can I talk to her?” Johnny asked. “I at least owe her an apology. For, you know, freaking her out and all.”

“You sure you’re okay to do that, hon?” Winona spoke quietly, as if they were the only two in the room. Over the past few years, Johnny had cured everyone of offering condolences for the loss of Milly and Mallory. He snapped at anyone whose voice wavered up into the sympathetic octave. But Winona, she was allowed.

“I’m good.” He tilted the carafe forward to get one last sip of coffee and spilled a little on his vest in the process.



Johnny ducked into the room, too big to fit through the door frame. It was one of the nicest suites they had, a proper lodge instead of a tent, with high ceilings, reclaimed wood walls, and framed botanical prints that got the wildlife theme across without being tacky. Large glass doors off the back had a piece of wood that slid through the handles as a lock, which Johnny had installed himself after a mountain goat broke into the room of one of their VIP clients a few years back to sample minibar snacks. The doors opened onto a slatted porch that faced a giant wall of rock, the other side of the same wall Johnny and Milly used to visit on full moons. There was a café table by the door, where a congealed egg dish sat untouched. Johnny made a mental note to chide Grace for serving a kid what looked like a spinach omelet.

He found her sitting on the edge of the porch, her feet dangling off the back. She was smaller than she looked out on the plains, about seven years old, Johnny guessed. Her brown hair fell halfway down her back in a messy and loose braid she had clearly attempted herself. Her backpack was open next to her, its pink glitter discordant with her quiet demeanor. She was wearing items from the gift shop, all in clashing colors and prints, her muddy and torn clothes from the previous morning folded neatly in the corner. Even her new bright pink T-shirt didn’t distract from the dark bruises and scratches running down the back of her wiry arms, almost certainly souvenirs from her time traversing the refuge on her own. She had her legs threaded through the wooden slats of the railing, resting her chin on the middle post as she stared, fixated on the rocks ahead. Johnny followed her gaze to a lizard that was resting in a shady crevice.

“Sorry about yesterday, uh, I didn’t mean to scare you.” Johnny watched as her shoulders tensed and she turned toward him, her deep brown eyes wide, startled. “Oh man, I just scared you again. I’m sorry.” He was embarrassed. She said nothing and turned back toward the rocks and the lizard.

“That’s a sagebrush lizard,” he tried again. “You see the blue patch on its throat. It probably just came out of its winter hibernation period, coming out to see the world again.” He thought she might have smiled a bit, but then her brow quickly furrowed again.

“They also sometimes play dead when they are scared. They like to bask in the sun, but if they’re disturbed and can’t find a nice place to hide themselves, like a rodent burrow or a tree root or a nice crevice, they’ll just try out their acting chops and see if they can be left alone …” He felt stupid for rambling.

“Are you going to make me leave?” She was still looking ahead, and Johnny wondered for a second if she was even talking to him. Her voice was deeper than he expected, unwavering.

“Well, I imagine that your family might be missing you.” He chose each word carefully, watching as she swung her legs back and forth. The lizard shuffled deeper into the crevice, only the tip of its tail snaking out of the cracked surface. They sat like this for a minute, or maybe five, Johnny couldn’t tell.

“How do you say its name again?” She broke the silence.

It took him a second to remember what she was talking about. “It’s called a sagebrush lizard.” He stopped himself from offering more facts, and they drifted back into the silence, which felt more comfortable this time.

“Hey, do you want to see some of the other animals? We could go for a ride,” Johnny offered.

“If I say yes, are you gonna drive me to the police or an orphanage or something?”

“I promise, just the animals right now.” He tried to sound comforting. “You came all the way here, it would be a shame to leave without the proper experience.”

The lizard popped back out of the crevice, its eyes crossed, then scurried away. This time, he swore he saw the girl smile.



Johnny revved the engine like he had done thousands of times before, as Grace and Winona helped the girl into the front seat next to him. “Have fun, you two!” Grace said a bit too energetically, earning a scowl from his passenger. Without being asked, she buckled her seatbelt, then fixed her gaze on the horizon in front of them. Johnny drove forward, letting the Jeep bounce over the rocky plains. With no clear destination or plan, he found himself playing an old game he used to play with Milly. He turned the car only when the little girl turned to look at something. If she looked right, they went right. If she looked left, they went left. This mystery passenger was the compass reorienting their path. She would hold her gaze in a direction for so long that after several minutes of this game, he had only turned the car a handful of times. But after a particularly sharp right turn, she began to catch on. She whipped her head right, and right they went, then left, and he screeched toward the left. She started shaking her head back and forth, up and down, and Johnny slowly, safely, swerved the Jeep from left to right and back again, leaving a zigzag trail of tire marks in the dirt behind them. She stared at him, he stopped the car, and they both started laughing.

“Clearly, you must be in control. Which way next?”

“Left!” She smiled, then looked left.

Within minutes, Johnny spotted a white-tailed jackrabbit just a few yards away. She gasped. Johnny smiled and slowed down, not wanting to scare it off. But the rabbit stared at them, startled, then fled into the grasses.

“Let’s go the other way. So it knows we aren’t following it.” She spoke quietly, seriously. “We scared it.”

“I think it was surprised. Not scared. Surprised isn’t so bad,” he comforted her, but they still went the opposite way.

Her gaze had taken them in such a circuitous route that Johnny didn’t realize where they were headed until they had arrived. Unknowingly, she had directed the Jeep to the rehabilitation center, where animals who were waiting to be reintroduced to the wild were held. It was Johnny’s favorite place on the planet. He parked.

“Now, what you are about to see is off limits to guests, but you get to take a look today. Just don’t tell Winona I took you here.”

“Who is Winona?”

“Perfect answer.” He unbuckled his seatbelt, and she copied him.

The center was a big brick building where the wildlife researchers worked. It was designed by the same architect who built the closest university, the one where Johnny had gone to school, and it looked like it had been swept by the wind from the college town and landed in the desert. But they weren’t going inside. Johnny walked around the back, his accomplice struggling to keep up. As soon as they rounded the corner, she gasped. Four bighorn sheep had an entire expansive enclosure to themselves, but despite the excess of space, the group gathered only a few feet from the low fence that separated them from the rest of the refuge. They looked up at Johnny, then returned to their grazing. As rescued zoo animals, the sight of a man in khaki used to suggest food, but they seemed to be learning that everything they needed was in front of them.

“What are those?” she stared with huge eyes.

“Those are bighorn sheep. Amazing, super-special animals.”

“Like … unicorns? But with two horns?”

“Kind of.” He wanted to laugh but he didn’t want to embarrass her.

“They’re so … cute.” She spoke slowly, mesmerized.

“You know, those sheep have a sense of smell that is way better than ours. Like a thousand times better. They also love to cool off by rolling around in a big pile of mud.”

“Ew!” She giggled.

“By the way, my name is Johnny.”

“I’m Maeve,” she said, only half paying attention, still staring at the sheep, now walking as a pack away from them.

“Okay, we shouldn’t stay too long,” Johnny unhooked his fingers from the wire of the fence. “Want to see something else?”

She pulled her attention away from the sheep and turned toward him, a hint of happiness behind her eyes, the first he had seen. “Yes,” she replied, then gave him a big thumbs-up, so different from her previously sullen demeanor that he could not help but laugh.

Dust billowed behind them as they drove farther toward a horizon they would never reach. Maeve watched through the side mirror as the dust rose, shimmering for the brief moment it hung in midair, and then fell, back to dirt, in their wake. Johnny slowed the car as they began to wind their way up to the southern lookout point, the one where he took only his favorite guests. His head bumped against the back of his seat as the climb got steeper, but Maeve was still fixated on the mirror, unbothered by their ascent. As they reached the peak, he could feel the car relax onto the level ground. He inched toward the edge of the lookout, their heads bobbing with the start and stop of the sticky brake pedal.

In the distance, mountains rose and fell, spotted with trees that seemed to get taller and taller the closer they got to the top, each one providing shade to its sibling growing below. Flowering plants lost their individual shape and became accents of color, outlining the river that dripped down the side of the largest hill into a dam that waited at the base. In this light, the surface was a gentle swirl of two distinct colors, dark blue and silver, as if a painter had added the lighter hue then forgotten to mix the two. There, at the darkest edge of the water, he could see a pronghorn ducking down to sip. Johnny handed Maeve his binoculars and pointed. She put them to her eyes and began swiveling her head, unable to catch sight of the animal in the lenses.

“Here.” Johnny took back the binoculars. “You have to first look at it with your eyes, without these, then, while looking at it, just raise them up to match your gaze.” He demonstrated, then handed them back to her. She set her determined gaze on the animal and slowly raised the binoculars to meet her eyeline. She squealed with delight as she watched the pronghorn stick its tongue out and drink from the stream. She passed the binoculars back.

“You can keep them, they’re yours now,” he told her, and she carefully put them back to her eyes without hesitation and scanned the ground next to them, abandoning Johnny’s lesson already.

“How do the animals get here?” she asked, still scouring the ground.

“Most are born here. Or maybe somewhere along the way, they were rescued, transported here for this reason or that. Rehabilitation. To return them to their natural habitat. We have got a lot of species fighting extinction, and we can give them a safe home.”

“Can the animals leave? If they want to?”

“This place is so massive, most of ’em probably don’t even realize they’re in an enclosed space.”

“Do they like it here?”

“Seems like it. We try to make it good for them, but without butting into their lives too much. Just observing. From afar.” Johnny was out of practice, less nimble at keeping up with a child’s curiosity, question after question.

“What if they leave by accident?”

“We’ve got a fence that would make it tough to get out, but I guess not impossible.”

“You can slip through it, if you’re tiny enough,” the girl whispered to herself, then turned and looked nervously at Johnny.

“Right.” Johnny paused, picturing her slipping through the posts. “Well. That fence is just to protect them from the outside, not to keep them trapped inside. Hey, don’t look at the sun with those. You’ll hurt your eyes.” Maeve was looking up at the clouds through the binoculars.

“Can I stay here too? Like the animals do?” she asked casually, as if she might be able to trick him into agreeing.

“I think your family would be missing you.” Johnny repeated his sentiment from earlier, the one that she had ignored.

“No,” she said, after a long pause, fidgeting with the binoculars strap, loosening and tightening it over and over.

“Did you see the fire last night?” The question occurred to him for the first time, backward panic filling his chest as he pictured her tiny body sprinting away from the flames.

“Was it a campfire?” She perked up, her eyes wide.

“No. But I’ll make a fire tonight.” He sighed, grateful that she must have arrived after the rainstorm had quelled the brush fire. “But only if you tell me how you got here.”

“I walked.”

“From where?”

“What if I promise to tell you one day, just not right now?” For a moment, she looked like she might cry, but then she focused her gaze on the pronghorn, watching it walk away from the water, and her eyes glazed over. She took three long but shallow breaths, her sternum puffing out then falling in quick succession. Her hands were wrapped tightly around her knees, each finger digging into her skin until it turned red with the pressure.

Johnny sighed. “Sure. One day. Soon.” He started the engine once more, and they began their slow descent back toward the lodge.



As they got closer and closer to the Visitor Center, Johnny could make out Winona and Grace waiting at a table outside the door, still chatting, where they’d left them hours before. They fell silent as Johnny switched off the motor. Maeve unbuckled herself but stayed seated in the Jeep.

“How was it? Did you see anything good?” Grace asked, staring at Maeve, who was looking down at her hands.

“A rabbit,” she whispered.

“A rabbit! How fun!” Grace looked at Johnny, mouthing Help me out! as she glared at him. He laughed.

“You know, I’m hungry. Maybe I’ll have some of that boxed macaroni and cheese, the orange kind. Would you want some?” He turned to Maeve.

“Yes,” she replied with wide excited eyes “And Wheat Thins maybe?”

“Sounds great!” Grace replied, too loudly.

“Sounds better than whatever that spinach omelet was,” Johnny said loud enough for Maeve to hear, who giggled.

“I didn’t know what she liked,” Grace whispered back just to him, before turning to his copilot. “Why don’t we go wait in the restaurant, honey?”

“It’s Maeve,” Johnny told her. Maeve winced at the sound of her name, and Johnny felt guilty about betraying one of her secrets.

“Maeve! Now that is a pretty name for a pretty girl.” Grace was met with steely silence and a glare.

“Why don’t you go ahead? I’ll meet you in there.” Johnny opened the door for the two of them. Maeve put the strap of binoculars around her neck before following Grace inside. The door closed, and Johnny and Winona stood in silence. He kicked up dirt that left a mark on his boot.

“How was it?” she asked.

“I saw some plants doing better from the rain last week. And the grasses, I don’t know, they just feel better.” He took a breath. He was focusing on the dirt spot on his shoe, willing that he could wipe it clean with just his gaze.

“And her name is Maeve?” Winona asked.

“Yes.”

“A first name. That’s a start.”

Her comment hung in the air before the silence was interrupted by the sound of a mountain goat baying off in the distance, which made them both laugh. Winona held the door open for Johnny, and they looked through to the dining room where the family from Johnny’s tour the previous morning was sitting at the table next to Maeve, gaping at her, while she used her new binoculars to stare up at the ceiling beams, oblivious to the attention.







CHAPTER
3



JOHNNY SCOOTED HIS chair back an inch, and the leg slipped and wedged itself between the slats of Winona’s porch. He decided this crooked angle gave him a better view of the night sky. It was just turning his favorite color, a deep ink blue. The porch had been falling apart when he and Winona first met. He had demolished it himself, ripping the wood away plank by plank, some pieces so rotten they simply disintegrated in his hands. Every hour of that work was horrible, but he was happy to do it for her. He would have done anything for her when they first moved to the Amarant. And probably still.

Before Johnny started working there he had been stuck in a life where he was tortured by one thing: brake lights. The commute to and from the research lab where he worked had always bothered him, but over the years the annoyance had corroded into despair. The blaring red snake of brake lights flickering on and off in front of him was the nightly symbol that he would not make it home in time to ask his daughter how her day was before she went to sleep.

“Get another job! Or we’ll move!” His wife, Mallory, would sigh, exasperated after he arrived home acting like he was Odysseus returning to Ithaca. Then they would enter the same conversation as always: What other jobs for wildlife biologists are out there? Can we afford to move? How bad is the commute really? The same questions with the same disappointing answers that left them talking in circles until they went to bed, the ghosts of brake lights swimming in the darkness of his eyelids as he tried to convince himself that tomorrow would be better. That tomorrow he would be there to tuck his daughter in. Because that was the promise he’d made, all those years ago.

He could still see Mallory’s face staring up at him, that first night at their college pub when he had worked up the courage to ask for her number, interrupting the middle of her rant about the school’s negligible green initiatives. She looked at him, surprised, confused even, and Johnny thought he might sprint back to his dorm and never come back out. But then she smiled, pulling a wrinkled punch-card from a local coffee shop out of her pocket and scribbling her number on the back. He told her that he loved her after only four dates, stumbling over his words after it accidentally slipped out as they were lying in bed.

“Don’t worry,” she stopped him. “I already told my mom I met my future husband.” That future came sooner than either of them bargained for when, only a few months later, Johnny had found her collapsed on the dorm’s bathroom floor, the pregnancy test face down in front of her, but its results obvious.

“I will always be there for you,” he promised as they stood in front of the courthouse clerk. “And for the baby.”

He thought of that failed promise every night as he sat in traffic. Rock bottom came on a Saturday afternoon when the family was driving back from the grocery store where Mallory worked to pick up extra cash. He looked in the rearview mirror at Milly, who, like always, was staring out the window with a fixed gaze, letting the world move through her line of vision as they sped by. Johnny slowed and turned on his blinker, which got her attention. “Are we going to the zoo?” Milly and her mother asked at the same time. But Milly asked with excitement, Mallory with shock.

“I thought you hated the zoo? The phrase ‘immoral abomination’ comes to mind.” Mallory was grinning.

“The guy you yelled at about the elephants during Hannah’s birthday party is taking tickets right now. No way he lets you in.” Milly peered at a pimply teenager through the window, then giggled, remembering the scene.

“Why were you yelling at someone during Hannah’s birthday party?” Mallory was laughing now too.

“The state of their elephant enclosure was just …” He trailed off, wondering if he was making a terrible decision. “But I am going to ask if they are hiring.” They both stared at him in disbelief, as if he had said he was considering a career as a hit man.

“This is the only place I can possibly think of that might hire a wildlife biologist right now,” he explained.

“Would I be able to go for free?” Milly was thrilled by the prospect.

Mallory reached over and squeezed his hand.

He made them wait in the car, despite his daughter’s pleas to go look at the penguins. The whole place made him angry, but he had convinced himself that he could take their money. Maybe he would even make the animals’ lives slightly better along the way, he thought. He could be like an inside agent. A hero.

His daughter was right, the pimply teenager did remember him, and the boy did not believe him when he said that he wanted to talk to someone about applying for a job. “You know, they don’t give us all keys to the enclosures.” He squinted at Johnny under his visor. “Like, you can’t let the animals out in the middle of the night if that’s what you’re planning.”

A middle-aged man who had been taking tickets next to them wandered over, sensing the tension. He was wearing a black vest pinned with a button of a cartoon lemur, and he introduced himself as the manager. Johnny repeated his request for a job application, and the vested man told him they were not hiring. Johnny began to tell him about his degree in wildlife biology and his six years of conservation research at the local university’s prestigious lab. The man let him finish, then confirmed that, no, they were still not interested. Johnny wanted to cry. Instead, he thanked them both for their time, and started the shameful walk back to his family in the car.

“Hey, if you are into conservation, there’s a new wildlife refuge or something opening near here,” the lemur man yelled across the parking lot, clearly feeling bad as he watched Johnny slink away. “Some lady keeps calling me trying to ‘rescue’ our bison. Which are totally fine where they are, by the way,” he added unconvincingly.

So that’s where Johnny applied.

Just a few weeks later, Mallory was flipping through his offer paperwork. “Wait.” She looked up incredulously. “This says we can live there for free?”

“Yeah,” he shrugged. “I assumed that would be too much to ask.”

“Johnny, look around.” They were sitting up in the creaky murphy bed that pulled down into the middle of their cluttered apartment. “Milly would have more space. With the money we save on rent I could quit my job at the store. And no more commute. Sounds pretty nice, right?”

“Yeah?”

“Let’s do it.” She tossed him the paperwork. “Where’s a pen?”

Something shifted in him from the first moments he peered out the van window shuttling him from the welcome gate to his meeting with Winona. As he drank in the mountains and the river and the valleys, he felt like he was waking up from a long, troubling dream. He pressed the window down and the crisp refuge air hit him in the face like a splash of cold water reviving someone who had fainted. Now, instead of brake lights, he went to sleep picturing the bison and pronghorn and elk he had seen during his tours. He owed Winona everything. And so he told her that, almost every time he saw her. He thanked her for the job and for the cabin not only profusely but also daily.

Winona always told him that the thanks were totally unnecessary and tried to convince him it was no big deal. She reminded him that any unused cabins would sit empty, as the rustic A-frames were not fancy enough to rent to the guests. She made him read a review in a prestigious travel magazine that praised the “community vibes” created by having staff live on-site. She even told him his appreciation made her uncomfortable. But still, he showered her with gratitude. Finally, as he held the door open for her leaving the restaurant one afternoon, she turned to him and asked, “Are you any good at building things?”

“I worked summers in construction,” he replied.

“I thought you’d mentioned that. Because I have a task so grueling, so disgusting, so time-consuming that I will forever be indebted to the person who completes it for me.” She grabbed him by the shoulder and steered him toward her cabin. They walked out the back door onto her porch, the rotting appendage on her otherwise sturdy home.

He knew she had the money to hire someone professional to fix the porch. But with each hour he spent rebuilding it, his hands becoming as rough as the wood he was handling, he pretended that he was doing her a favor, until, eventually, he believed it himself. It took him months to complete the project. He continued deep into the winter, not letting the cold slow down his work as he sawed and sanded and hammered, each inch of the porch chipping away at the debt of what he owed her. Whenever Winona saw him, she thanked him for the work he was doing. Eventually, they both fell into an unspoken truce to withhold their gratitude. Johnny smiled now as he thought about Winona’s kindhearted manipulation, his chair still tilted toward the sky.

He was impressed that he had built something sturdy enough to support him all these years later. That the porch held memories of the man he was, before it all. He was sitting in the very same chair when he got the call. This was the last place on earth that knew him as he once was, the last place where he had existed as a man who had not yet rushed to the scene, who had not yet stood on the side of the road with the wrecked cars and the sobbing man, still drunk, hanging off the police officer who had pulled him out of the wreckage. The last place he sat as a person who had not yet seen Mallory, her torso twisted toward the passenger seat, her mouth agape. The last place he sat before he saw his daughter’s broken body on the side of the road, like a doll that had been abandoned by a child, just waiting to be picked up again.

That porch knew him before the emptiness: no more smiling at his wife across the lobby when he came back from a tour, no more family dinners around the table, no more snorting laughter when he made a stupid pun, no more bedtime stories with silly voices, no more whispered “I love you” before falling asleep, no more singing along to the radio too loud, no more debating who was better at loading the dishwasher, no more scribbled smiley faces at the end of grocery lists, no more full moon nights with Milly, no more, no more, no more.

He often sat in his chair and pretended he was still that man, that Milly was in the hammock, just out of sight, buried in a book, a blue pen in hand. And that Mallory was on her way back from the restaurant, where she and Winona had been having tea and lost track of time. He closed his eyes now, imagining Mallory climbing the stairs to their cabin, added years etched across her face. But his reverie was shattered by a sudden harsh smell. He opened his eyes to Winona draped over the railing of the porch, a cigarette balancing between her fingers.

“Really, Winnie?”

“I made it this far.” She took a long drag, and Johnny noticed an ashtray balancing on the wooden railing. He wondered how long the tray had been there, whether she had been hiding it from him or if he had not noticed it.

Unlike the guest suites a half mile down the road, built in a straight line facing the wall of rock for privacy, the staff cabins were organized in a circle, all looking onto an enclosed courtyard. Winona laughed about calling it a courtyard, but that was how the patch of grass was known among the staff. It hosted a few picnic tables, some Adirondack chairs, and a bench under the shade of the single tree growing in the middle, where Maeve was sitting now, using her binoculars to look up at the stars.

A few of the staff kids were standing on top of a picnic table, engaged in some kind of make-believe game that involved yelling the names of breakfast foods toward the sky. Johnny wondered whether Maeve was too shy to join in, or if she was simply happier passing the time on her own. But then the mother of two of the breakfast-yellers stirred from her own porch and told them that was enough, and the children scattered to their respective homes. Maeve looked up. She had not seemed to be paying attention to the children playing, but now she was very conscious that she was alone. She stood and looked each way round, scanning the porches that encircled her.

Watching her, Johnny remembered a time when he and Mallory had somehow been separated from Milly at the grocery store. They ran up and down each aisle until he spotted her spinning in desperate circles near the checkout counter, staring at each face that passed until he called her name and she ran toward him with her arms wide. He looked at Maeve now, the same desperate look in her eyes. He pictured this child turning and turning in place for hours, like a spinning top, never finding who she was looking for. But she spun for only a moment, before finding Johnny with her gaze. She smiled and sat back down on the bench under the tree.

“Try talking to her again.” Winona was the one staring at him now.

“She’s already had a long day,” Johnny groaned, annoyed by the request.

“Just try.” Winona doubled down.

“Fine.” He took a long sip of his tea, and his chair slid back to level ground.

As Johnny ambled toward the bench, Maeve was back to staring at the stars. She dropped the binoculars quickly when she noticed him. “I’m sorry, I know I’m not supposed to look at the sky,” she whispered, barely able to get the words out.

“You’re okay. That’s just during the day. With the sun. Cause I don’t want you to hurt your eyes.”

“Okay.” She returned to the lenses, and Johnny looked up too. Sometimes he imagined that each breath, from animal, from human, was pushing the sky back, filling it with air like a parachute. He wondered if everyone, everything, held their breath at the same time, if the sky would come crashing down. His inhale and exhale got deeper as he thought about it, and he became lightheaded, too aware of his breathing.

“So,” he started, distracting himself. “Let’s talk. How did you get here?”

“I told you I didn’t want to talk about that.” She sat on her hands and began swinging her feet again, the toes of her shoes just barely grazing the ground and collecting dirt at the tips. A frog was croaking somewhere in the courtyard, its intermittent belching the only noise interrupting the silence between them.

“What do you want to talk about?” he asked.

“Maybe … the sheep?”

“We can talk about the sheep if you answer one question. Sound like a deal?”

“Fine.”

“Why do you want to stay here?”

This question elicited a deep breath from Maeve that suggested something was coming, the kind of breath that precedes a long answer. “Because my mom wanted me to,” she started, then stopped, a long answer in six words.

“Why did she want you to live here?”

“I already answered my one question.”

“Maeve,” he sighed.

“You said one question,” she rebutted.

“I can’t help you if I don’t have any information. Don’t you think your mom misses you?”

“No.”

Before Johnny could speak again, Maeve continued. “She’s not missing me because she’s gone.” Maeve had started the sentence angrily, to shut Johnny up, but the anger softened into sadness before she could finish the final word.

Johnny’s stomach tightened when he heard the word “gone.” That’s how he described his daughter, his wife. The word “dead” got caught in his throat. And the alternatives—passed away, departed, deceased—felt like how you would describe a beloved pet. “My wife and daughter have been gone for three years now” is how he would break the news to overly inquisitive tour groups who asked if he had kids, always making a point not to look in the rearview mirror, lest he be met by sympathetic eyes.

It seemed like Maeve was using his technique now. She stared through the lenses, feigning focus on the sky. But she was clenching the binoculars so tightly that her knuckles were turning white. He knew that feeling, the bracing as he tried to keep the pain from spilling out of him. Yes, her mother had died, he was sure.

“I am so sorry, uh, really. I am. More than you know.” He was rambling again, not wanting to be one of the pitying fools he so detested. “Why did she want you to live here?” Johnny felt disingenuous. This kid was clearly going through something awful, something heartbreaking, something traumatic. And here he was trying to force her to talk. He placed his hand against the tree behind them, landing it straight into a smearing of sap. It stuck to his palm as he pulled his hand away.

As Johnny was thinking about how much he hated himself for asking her these questions, Maeve started to cry. She didn’t cry like most kids, unrestrained as they wailed. Her face twisted with repression, eyes fixed on the horizon, determined to stop the tears. One by one she dug each finger on her right hand around her right knee, just like she had earlier. She repeated this on the left side, then the right again, and so on, all while Johnny tried to look away. He focused on the croaking frog sitting mere feet from them, just under the base of the tree. He was still studying its slimy exterior, when, finally, she spoke.

“I really don’t want to talk about it,” she managed to get out before the tears returned, and she began digging her hands into her knees once more. “Please, just let me stay here. I need to stay here.”

“Why?”

“Because my mom said to.”

“But why?”

“Because someone here would look out for us.”

“Who?”

Before she could answer, the courtyard started to glow in unnatural light. Everything around them was bright red, as if engulfed in instant flame. Then seconds later, they were awash in blue. Johnny’s lungs clogged with anxiety. Am I having a stroke? Am I dying? Is the world ending? He and Maeve looked at each other, connected in their confusion and terror, when, seconds later, Johnny’s brain caught up to reality.

The police officer stepped out of the car but didn’t turn off the flashing lights, the red and blue glow alternating in rhythm. “Hey, I got a call about some kid?” The officer shone his flashlight toward the two of them sitting on the bench. Johnny turned his face to avoid the glare of the lights and was struck by the emptiness of the courtyard.

“Oh, sorry.” The officer shut off his siren lights. “We got a call about a kid? Can you catch me up?”

Johnny had been sure that whenever the police showed up again they would have answers to the mystery of Maeve. But here was this officer, who looked no older than twenty, asking him to explain. Johnny stammered for a second, and the cop turned his attention to Maeve.

“What is your name, sweetie?” he asked.

“It’s Maeve …” Johnny answered, compelled by authority, and Maeve shot him a death glare for the second time since they had met.

Where is Winona? He thought, staring at her empty porch.

“So, Maeve, what’s going on? You’re lost?” The officer had a pad of paper, his pen poised to write answers Johnny knew they did not have. He prepared for the inevitable steely silence, when Maeve grabbed his hand and began to speak slowly, confidently, the sap gluing their palms together.

“Mr. Officer, it was a big misunderstanding.” She took a second to articulate each syllable. She sounded like a different person, Johnny thought. “You see my dad and I were here and I snuck out of our room in the morning …”

What was happening? Johnny’s grip on her hand tightened, but she persisted.

“I was so scared that I would get in trouble when the ranger found me that I lied and said I was lost. They called the police before they knew my dad was here, who was still sleeping in. He loves to sleep late on vacation!”

How was she lying so easily? Who was she looking for? Where the hell was Winona? Johnny stared down at Maeve. His mind was racing, flipping through memories like slides on a projector. Maeve spinning in the courtyard. His gnarled hands building Winona’s deck. The bighorns’ slashed horns. Blue pens covered in dust.

The officer looked up from his scribbling at Johnny. “So is that what happened here, Dad?”

Johnny wished he could split this moment down the middle, create two alternate universes so each Maeve and each Johnny could move ahead without him ever wondering if he made the right choice, because both universes existed, and he’d never actually made the choice at all. But he knew the answer before he asked himself the question. His question and answer were linked like the rise and fall of a breath, the utterance of one was the acceptance of the other.

“Yeah, uh, yes. That’s what happened.” He looked down at Maeve. They locked eyes for a second before she directed her determined gaze down at the dust on her shoes and smiled to herself.

“Cool.” The officer closed his legal pad. “That makes sense. None of the local precincts have gotten a single call about a missing kid. Have a great night. And little girl, don’t go wandering off again without telling your dad.”

“I won’t,” she promised, looking solemnly up at him.

The officer nodded and headed back to his car, and the two of them, still hand in hand, stood in disbelief as they watched the cruiser make its way, wandering and slow, through the bumpy terrain.
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AVA HELD HER breath, trying not to inhale the dust that was kicking up around her Jeep as she pressed the gas pedal faster. The wind she created stung her cheeks and whipped her curls behind her as she winced into the blinding glare of the horizon. She savored how the sun was baking her arms, grateful that warmth was finally creeping back into the refuge, that pops of green were appearing on the ends of barren branches. Maybe, she thought, things were finally getting better. The way the sun was shining today, it felt like the universe shared her opinion. She held her breath again and forced the gas pedal to its farthest reach, wondering what would happen if she continued like this, if she and the wind she created would keep going and going until they eventually blasted past the fences surrounding the refuge. She didn’t even mean to exhale, but the fall came, the daydream shattered, and the car slowed to a stop as she took her foot off the pedal. She smiled and draped herself over the steering wheel, when her radio crackled to life.

“Hey, the security team wants to report a stolen car.” Her pulse quickened at the sound of the voice on the line. “Or at least that can be the only explanation for someone driving like a madwoman through the refuge.”

She held the speaker of the walkie against her palm, hoping that he would speak again, that she could feel his voice vibrating against her skin. She scanned the horizon, but it wasn’t until she turned and felt the sun beating on her back that she spotted him, his hands shielding his eyes, which meant that all she could see was his lopsided smile matching hers. Sam.

It had been almost exactly a month since they first met. She had been sitting in the security office using the computer, an outdated Dell that often restarted for no reason. The office itself was drab, gray, and rarely occupied. But Ava found its spartan aesthetic comforting, a strange break from the unrelenting beauty of the refuge, and a quiet respite from the incessant hubbub of staff and tourists demanding her attention. She could spend hours on the internet researching animals or bugs or plants, scribbling her findings down in a notebook so she could revisit them later on. For whatever reason, in that windowless room, plopped on the wobbly office chair among the piles of papers detailing security procedures, Ava felt at peace.

The afternoon they met, she was typing into Google, trying to use every adjective she could think of to describe a spider she had seen out in the field that morning. She was copying the notes into her journal when Lenny’s voice interrupted her inquiry.

“This is Ava,” he said. “She lives in the staff cabins. Training to be a ranger. I let her use the security office, so you’ll see her hanging around.”

“Loiterer, but not a security threat. Got it.” The voice that responded was deep, but warm, with a hint of humor that caught her attention. Ava dragged her eyes from the screen and spun the office chair toward them. They made eye contact for just a second and she registered a few details—dimples, dark curly hair, green eyes, probably about eighteen, like her—before she turned back to her monitor, feigning airy carelessness despite the heat rising in her cheeks.

“By the way”—he lingered back as Lenny moved on, his broad outline framed in the doorway. “I’m Sam.” A name, a smile, and he was gone. But that was all it took. Sam. She sat in the security office for another hour that day, maybe more, while the daylight melted into dusk. She had replayed that second of eye contact again and again until the memory was worn on the edges, like an old fraying photograph. She had collected other little moments throughout the month—a glance across the room, a brush in the hallway, small talk at the coffee carafe—and tucked them away, treasuring the mundane moments that became golden when seen through her own mind’s eye. Now, out driving in the plains, she had another moment for her collection. She turned the car so that it was facing where he stood, then pressed as lightly as she could on the gas, grabbing her walkie. “This slow enough for you?” she teased as she wiped her suddenly sweaty palms against her stiff khaki shorts.

“Ha. Ha. Ha.” He took a sarcastic beat between each syllable. He was still smiling by the time she reached him and pulled up the parking brake with shaking hands.

“So this is what the life of a ranger trainee looks like? Practicing your Tokyo drift?” he asked.

“You’re the one who chose to work in security, a job with actual responsibilities,” Ava teased him.

“Someone has to keep this place safe. Apparently from drivers like you.”

“What are you even doing all the way out here? Shouldn’t you be protecting us or something?” She was trying to remember how Rachel in Friends flirted, wishing she had paid better attention to the reruns that were always on in the staff lounge.

“Lenny said I needed to learn the grounds better. Told me to explore on foot.”

“And what have you learned?”

“I’ve learned that bison poop is very hard to get off your shoes.” He grimaced.

“Hands-on learning.”

“Can I hitch a ride back? Not sure I have the resilience to learn that lesson twice in one day.”

“Sure,” she squeaked.

“But only if you drive slow,” he said as he climbed in and propped his feet on the dashboard next to her, his brown curls catching in the wind as they wove their way along the riverbank back toward the staff parking lot.

“Badass.” He nodded toward her rifle, which was lying on the dashboard.

“Mostly for show,” Ava explained. “Makes tourists more comfortable when we see grizzlies. They don’t need to know no guide has ever shot one. Guides might be the least badass crew here, just a bunch of animal nerds.”

“Okay then, nerd. Give me the scoop. Where are we right now?”

“Well, this river is very special.” She was grateful he’d led them to safe conversational ground. If there was one thing Ava could talk about, it was the Amarant. “That river is actually where the Amarant was born.”

“Oh, realllly,” he drew out the word playfully.

“One of Montana’s biggest cattle rangers owned thousands of acres and left the land to his son when he died. But his son was not so into the cows and shut down the farm, using his newfound inheritance to move to New York City.”

“Damn city slickers.”

“The land grew unattended for almost a decade, when the family that lived on the other side of the river, over here, noticed there were animal herds across the way they hadn’t seen in big numbers in Montana in decades. Bison, elk, pronghorn, bighorn sheep. Our native species. Word made it to some conservation groups, who teamed up and bought as much land as they could, leaving it mostly undisturbed, in hopes they could rebuild the once-thriving American prairie.” She knew she was rambling, but she felt like she could not stop the words tumbling from her mouth.

“Mostly undisturbed?”

“Except for the hotel and tours that pay for the research and upkeep.”

“You’re a great tour guide already.”

“I’m not even an official guide yet. I still have to pass my test.”

“Will it be hard?”

“Eh, growing up here definitely gives an unfair advantage.”

“That must have been so fun, being a kid here,” Sam smiled at her as the Jeep bounced along the riverbed. “Way better than life in the suburbs.”

“I feel like this is when I’m supposed to tell you the bad parts to make you feel better.” She paused. “But you are one hundred percent right.” They both laughed. “Endless places to explore. Friends and family close. Animals to see when you get tired of those people. So, yeah. Way better than the suburbs. Sorry.”

“But don’t you ever crave the joy of knowing you’re within a fifteen-minute drive from three different Starbucks? The Amarant can’t do that.”

“I’ve never had Starbucks,” Ava replied, pride in the declaration. The ubiquity of the green and white mermaid cups among tourists had grown in recent years.

“What do you mean?” Sam was still smiling, but she could sense that the energy had shifted.

“I mean, I’ve never been to one.”

“Like never even stepped foot in a Starbucks?”

“No,” she admitted, his disbelief turning her cheeks red. “Is that a bad thing?”

“No, no, it’s not bad!” He realized she was embarrassed. “Just surprising.”

“Do I have to remind you of the ratio of bison to humans where I grew up?”

“So where do you go when you leave? What are your spots?”

She tried to remember the last time she had even left. Was it four months ago? Maybe five? She had gone to the dentist and got stuck listening to a hygienist complain about how hard it was to track down the newest game console for her son’s birthday.

“I haven’t spent much time exploring the suburbs. Not my cup of tea.”

“Or your cup of Starbucks, apparently.” He winced. “Sorry, wow, that was lame.”

She laughed, grateful that they were pulling into the staff parking lot without her making a fool of herself. “Which one is yours?” she asked. He fumbled in his pocket for his keys and an electric green boxy car flashed its lights.

“The color wasn’t my choice, it used to be my older sister’s,” he explained with a shrug. “But it grew on me.”

“I like it. Very distinctive.”

“And which cabin is yours?”

“That one, with the flower boxes.” She pointed proudly toward the staff cabins that sat in a circle to their right. The cabins were nearly identical, their deep cherry wood faded to a pale brown, baked by the sunlight over the years. Each had eight creaky stairs leading to a slatted wood porch, where wobbly railings surrounded a black door. Ava and her mother kept a pair of flower boxes framing their doorway, always home to whichever local flower was in season.

Her mother took an inordinate amount of pride in the minimalist garden, tending to the boxes with vigor. She pruned and watered and dug and planted and watched, studying gardening books to inform her actions as if she were tasked with upkeep of an entire plant species, not merely a home gardener tending to two paltry flower boxes. Broken down by square foot, the boxes of dirt must have been the most attended-to land for miles. Right now, buds of purple anemones were just beginning to form, which meant that her mother would be extra fastidious when she minded the boxes this week.

“Those look nice,” Sam pointed to the two rocking chairs in front of the flowers, which were bobbing along with the breeze.

“They have the best view of the entire refuge.”

“Yeah?”

“No competition.”

“I’ll see about that.” He climbed out of the car and started marching toward the cabin before Ava realized what he meant.

“Wait!” She jogged to catch up with his long strides.

“You can’t make a bold statement like that and expect me not to see the view?”

“Fine.” She suddenly couldn’t help smiling, seeing him on her porch. “But the chair on the right is mine.”

Normally the staff cabins were frustratingly public. The proximity of the houses meant that staffers bounced between the front doors like bees between flowers, a chorus of squeaky hinges opening and closing all afternoon. But today was quiet, leaving Ava in peace as she watched Sam rock back and forth, lost in the view of the jagged cliffs in the distance.

“Okay, you might be right. This is epic.” He grinned toward her, the corners of his eyes crinkling as he smiled. “By the way. Any plans next Tuesday night?”

“Totally open,” she managed. Her heart was pounding.

“Want to meet my friends? It’s college spring break, and they’ll be in town for a few days. I’ll feel way less lame being the one who still lives at home if I invite someone. You can talk me up and make security sound really tough, you know?”

“Cool,” she replied. It was all she could get out. She was trying to think of something clever to say in response when the front door behind them swung open, slamming into the flower box in its path.

“I thought I heard voices.” Her mother appeared, eyes widening as she noticed Sam.

“Um, Mom, this is …” Ava started.

“I’m Sam.” His voice was deeper, more formal, as he stood and stuck out his hand. “It is nice to meet you, Mrs.… uh … ma’am.” He turned bright red, fumbling for words, struck by the realization that he did not know Ava’s last name.

“Don’t worry,” her mother comforted him, returning the handshake. “Call me Maeve.”



“Wait, you grew up here? Like at the hotel?” The tourist looked on in that familiar disbelief, and Ava immediately regretted agreeing to cover the concierge desk for the afternoon. Normally she didn’t mind picking up a few extra bucks while chatting about white water rafting companies or horseback riding tours, but she dreaded this repetitive conversation, the one where tourists asked where she was from, then opined on her childhood, doling out opinions she did not ask for and definitely did not want.

“Yep,” she looked across the lobby, jealous of her mother, who she could see sipping tea in the corner with her grandfather Johnny, who had been a tour guide here since he was in his twenties. He was showing Maeve something, maybe a photograph, that was making them both laugh. She’s okay, Ava thought, smiling to herself, savoring the view of her happy mother, trying to hold on to it. Ava longed to ditch this man in the fleece vest and ask them what was so funny. She must have been staring, because her grandfather looked up, catching her eye. He poked her mother to get her attention, and they both started waving their hands behind the man’s back, pulling funny faces to distract her, but making themselves fall apart laughing. She tried to force her attention back to the man, who was, luckily, preoccupied by his phone.

“Growing up here. That’s wild. Literally, I guess!” He looked pleased with his wordplay. “So, what was that like?”

“It was great,” she replied, annoyed by his incredulous tone, but trying not to show it. She wanted to turn it on him, to make him feel like the freak for his life confined to strip malls and chain restaurants, for being one of the troves of sorry suburbanites who would never know what it was like to wake up to a refuge sunrise or to swim in the river on a hot summer day. “My mom grew up here too,” she said instead. “So it doesn’t seem that strange to me.”

“So how did your mom end up here then?”

“My grandfather works here.” She pulled out a handful of pamphlets and passed them across the desk, ready to end this interaction. “Hey, why don’t we look at some of those rafting companies?”

After the man selected his family’s pricey rafting trip, her mother waved her over. Ava gratefully placed the “Be back soon!” sign on the front of the desk and abandoned her post. Johnny was slumped into a leather recliner with his feet up on the table in front of them, like he was in his own living room, not the pristine hotel lobby. She swatted his feet down, earning a grunt in response.

“You two are ridiculous, you know that?” she announced. “I was literally working.”

“We were just helping you hone your focus.” Her mother giggled.

“Yes, rangers need precise focus.” Her grandfather grinned up at her, and Ava rolled her eyes.

“An eye roll!” Her mother laughed. “I have a real teen daughter! Am I finally getting some angst from the world’s most responsible eighteen-year-old?”

“Shut up.” Ava couldn’t help but smile. “So what was making you laugh so much over here?”

“Oh, look at these pictures I found.” Johnny smiled, digging in his shirt pocket, presenting a crinkled glossy print. In it, a baby version of herself sat plopped on an old woman’s shoulders, the two of them laughing in delight at their combined height. She didn’t remember this woman, but knew her name was Winona and that she used to run the refuge. In the background, her mother was watching, caught almost out of frame. She could not have been older than twenty, still stretched with the lankiness of her teens. Her wiry arms waved toward the pair, her smile wide. It made Ava sad that she couldn’t remember the woman that made her mother look so happy, that the name Winona for her conjured only images of the still empty cabin across the courtyard. Ava passed the photo back.

“And this one too. Deep from the archives.” The photo showed a miniature version of her mother with a pair of binoculars the size of her own head draped around her neck. She was standing in front of the tree in the courtyard wearing giant rain boots that were caked in mud, beaming up at the camera.

“You were so cute,” Ava cooed.

“She was.” Johnny smiled, lost in the image.

“I think this is the youngest picture I’ve ever seen of my mom!” Ava grabbed the print to inspect it closer. “I’m still mad at you for losing her baby album. I’ll never know if she was an ugly baby like me.”

“Yeah, uh,” Johnny stammered.

“Ava brought a boy over this afternoon,” Maeve interrupted. “The new security guard kid.”

“Mom!” Ava shrieked, earning looks from a nearby family checking in.

“Oh really?” Johnny picked up his tea, laughing.

“Tell her she can’t date, that boys are bad news.”

“We’re just friends,” Ava whispered. “Did you call me over to make fun of me?”

“No, I actually have a favor to ask—” her mother started.

“If you say the word daycare,” Ava interrupted.

“Claire is out sick! I just need an extra set of eyes for the dinner shift. Come by when you’re done manning the pamphlet zone?”

Ava rolled her eyes again.

“Is that a yes?” her mother asked hopefully.

“Fine, yes,” Ava turned back toward the desk. “But don’t disparage my pamphlets!”

“Nice focus!” her mom called across the lobby. She seems okay today, Ava realized, relieved. Maybe things were getting better, the recent dark moods just passing clouds.



The daycare was always a sensory overload for Ava. Her mother left the windows open, insisting that the breeze was calming for the children, which led to occasional gusts of winds and slamming doors. There was a craft table in the corner, coated in a thin layer of sticky glue that never came off no matter how aggressively the table was cleaned. The rest of the room was filled with toys and dolls and blocks, an explosion of available amusement to occupy the children so their family could enjoy the serenity of the refuge without them.

“You’re here!” Maeve beamed as Ava pushed through the doors and entered the colorful fray. “Everyone, say welcome to Miss Ava!” Three toddlers squawked attempted greetings, and Maeve clapped with delight—she was never happier than when she was surrounded by children. Their charges for the day were two girls and a boy, left here while their family indulged in wine tastings, relaxed at the spa, or simply enjoyed a few screech-free hours of vacation. The girls were engrossed in a game with her mother that involved hopping on one foot, and Ava took a seat at the craft table with the boy who was intently coloring what looked like a rainbow tornado.

Ava had grown up in that room, working on her homeschooling while tourist kids doused themselves in glitter or chased each other in circles next to her. When she was young, Ava tried befriending the kids, joining in on their make-believe games and pressing her nose against the glass windows next to them. One of her earliest memories was sitting at that very craft table, when a girl tapped her on the shoulder, interrupting her coloring. “I like you,” the girl announced, unprompted. “Let’s be friends forever.” Ava was only six at the time, but she could still remember the girl’s pigtails, her wide smile, and how she stuck her hands on her hips as she made the proclamation. Ava had rushed to her mother at lunch time, jumping up and down as she told her mother that she had made a forever friend. And she could still remember watching the pigtail girl’s family check out two days later, how her mother stroked her hair as Ava cried, promising that she would be her forever friend instead.

After that, Ava stuck to completing her homework in her corner. When kids would approach her and ask if she could play, she would quietly decline, protecting herself against the tearful hug that would come when they inevitably returned to their life outside the refuge’s fences and forgot her. When she was seven, Ava asked if she could do her schoolwork in the security office instead. “I like the peace and quiet,” she’d assured her mother, unconvincingly.

But now that she was no longer a peer to the sticky-handed visitors, she enjoyed the afternoons she spent in that room. The kids made her laugh with their incessant questioning and endless energy. But mostly, she enjoyed watching her mother. She smiled as she watched Maeve play with the two girls. She was crouched on the ground pretending to be a lion, throwing her head back into the air and howling, laughing between each dramatic roar. The two little girls squealed and screamed, delighted by the imaginary scenario. Ava watched her mother whisper something to the pair, who turned toward Ava and rushed the craft table.

“Play with us!” they yelled in unison, pulling on her arms.

“Yeah, play with us!” Maeve joined in, laughing as she mimicked their tone, tugging on her sleeve.

“You are such a child,” Ava whispered to her mother, rolling her eyes. But she got down on the ground, threw her head back, and let out an overly dramatic lion’s roar, which sent the two little girls into a renewed fit of hysterics.

Yes, she’s okay, Ava told herself, watching her mother laugh. We’re okay.
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“AND, SO, I guess I’m going to hang out with Sam tomorrow? I have my ranger test that afternoon, then will see him at night.” Ava tried to say it nonchalantly, but her shaking hands betrayed her nerves.

“Oh my gosh!” Grace leapt off her couch. “This is huge. You need something new to wear, no offense. I have some sundresses you can try. Hold on.” She disappeared into her bedroom and returned with an armful of wrinkled items, which must have been decades old. Dropping them on the floor in front of the fireplace, she began digging through the pile, holding each one up toward Ava as she squinted and tried to picture it on her. “Wait”—she stopped her sifting, a look of determination spreading across her face. “Can I please teach you how to use mascara?”

Grace was the closest thing Ava had to a girlfriend, even though she was in her late sixties. Everyone else moved off the refuge once their kids hit school age, or when the reality of their isolation started to settle in. Most only lasted five years. Only Grace, Lenny, her grandfather, and her mother had stuck around for the long haul. Grace had nicknamed their crew “The Lifers,” a moniker Ava wore with pride. So on days like this when Ava needed someone to talk to who wasn’t her mother, she traipsed next door to Grace’s cabin or asked her grandfather if they could go for a ride.

“Have you told your mom about him?” Grace asked, raising her eyebrows.

“No,” Ava admitted. “So please don’t mention it to her?”

“Why not?”

“We don’t really talk about boys. It’s just not really our thing.”

This, Ava knew, was an understatement. No matter how playfully she tried to approach the topic, she watched her mother disappear when the topic of love was raised. It happened whenever Ava tried to get more details about her own father, prodded her to go flirt with a new staff member, or admitted that she had a crush of her own. Her mother would nod or laugh, but then go quiet, lost somewhere in her own mind. It was easier to avoid the subject. And mostly, Ava was happy not to bring it up. In fact, boys had never been a real issue before Sam. She only ever had crushes on tourists, watching them from afar in the restaurant, only to stumble over her words if she ever actually spoke to them.

“Have you been out with a boy before? Do we need to strategize?” Grace asked hopefully.

“I have, kind of,” Ava replied, although her awkward tryst with a tourist visiting from England barely qualified. It was his red hair that first caught her eye one afternoon during lunch. He was sitting with his parents, his mother’s bony wrists jangling with multiple bracelets that looked simple, but that she knew the elite used to identify each other. The Cartier ones that Grace always pointed out to Ava, repeating what they cost in a dismayed whisper. The father mostly stared at his phone, the collar of his polo shirt askew, looking up only to grunt in disapproval of something one of his sons said. Ava decided that the boy was a lost soul, drowning in privilege from his family that he felt guilty about, even resented, but could not give up. As she wrote this story in her head, he caught her staring. Ava quickly looked down, focusing on the food on her plate. She thought that would be the extent of it, but as she watched his family walk toward the door, he lingered back, approaching her table.

“Hi there,” he said, his accent just as posh as she had imagined.

They spent the rest of his vacation flirting in passing, as she learned more about him and discovered that none of her predictions were even close to accurate. He seemed perfectly content in his privilege, not a tortured soul, but a satisfied one. He found Ava each evening, cornering her in the lobby to brag about his success in archery class that day or to critique the technique of the Amarant’s fly-fishing teacher, while she nodded and wondered if all boys were like him. Their three-day romance ended in an awkward kiss behind the tree in the courtyard the night before he left. When he sent her an email a week later, Ava ignored it. The whole ordeal had been a learning experience. Thinking about romances could be a fun distraction, she decided, but were nothing to be grappled with or considered fully, because the boys would always leave.

She never told her mother about the kiss.

“Who was it with?” Grace was still sifting through the pile of clothes. “And how come you never told me?”

“It wasn’t a big deal.” Ava brushed it off, desperate to change the subject. “Did my mom ever date? Before I came around?” Ava knew of course that her mother had been involved with her father, briefly, but otherwise knew nothing about her mother’s romantic life. In her house, any questions on the subject were answered with an eye roll.

“I wish,” Grace replied. “All the boys here were in love with her, growing up. But she never took interest.”

“Why?”

“I always asked the same thing. I’d beg her to give them a chance, but she said she was happy with her life as it was. She barely slowed down enough for a boy to even ask her out. We called her the wind gust, always brushing past us off to some adventure. She was always so busy horseback riding or hiking or tagging along on tours with Johnny. And as soon as you came along, well, nothing else mattered to her.”

“I hate that. Like it’s my fault she’s alone.”

“Oh, honey.” Grace pulled her into a hug. “That’s not what I meant.”

“Has she seemed … off to you recently?” Ava approached the topic gently.

“A little,” Grace admitted. “But she’ll be okay. She always is.”

“This has happened before?” Ava was surprised.

“Yeah,” Grace spoke carefully. “It has.”

“What helped?”

“You were born.” She pinched Ava’s cheek.

“So you’re saying I need a sibling?”

“Can you imagine?” They both laughed.

Ava decided now was as good a time as any to raise something she’d never brought up before, something that had always confused her. She’d grown up knowing about the accident, but knew it was never discussed. “Do you think part of it is what happened to her mother and Milly? Whenever I ask her about growing up without them after the crash, she just changes the subject. I try to respect her space. But she never talks about what it was like for their family to go from four to two overnight.”

“Yeah …” Grace trailed off, then suddenly snapped her attention back to the hand-me-down pile. “Do you like any of these dresses, honey? We’ve got to get you ready for tomorrow.”



Ava climbed the stairs to her cabin, her arms full of clothes that Grace had insisted she take home. She decided to tell her mother about the date as soon as she got inside, but when she pushed open the door, the fruity smell of wine hit her, her resolve dissipating in its stench. Ava’s pulse quickened, a time-earned reflex. Oh, no. Just be asleep, she prayed as she rounded the corner into the living room.

Her mother was asleep on the couch, an open bottle of red wine on the coffee table next to her, along with a box of Wheat Thins tipped over on its side. She’s asleep, Ava smiled. We’re okay. She checked the clock. It was almost ten o’clock—that felt acceptable. Just a nightcap. She picked up the sticky bottle and inspected the damage. Probably about three glasses. Maybe more. That’s not too bad, she thought. Before this year, she had never seen her mother drink more than an occasional glass of wine. They didn’t even own wine glasses. But now, her mother had a new nightly ritual, filling one of their water glasses with a generous pour, always insisting it was just to help her sleep.

“Hi, baby.” Maeve stirred, smiling up at her daughter with bleary eyes. “How was your day?”

“Boring.”

“Can I ask you something?”

“Of course. Always.”

“Are you going to see that boy again?” Maeve squeezed her eyes shut.

“I don’t know,” Ava lied.

“That’s good.”

“Why?”

“Boys are bad,” her mother mumbled.

“Not always.” Ava picked up the discarded glass and poured herself some of the wine, wincing as the acidic sip burned down her throat. See, just a nightcap.

“That’s mine,” Maeve murmured. “And you’re underage.”

“Well, it’s mine now, and you’ve had enough.”

“It helps me sleep.”

“I know.” Ava put down the glass. “Are you okay?” she asked quietly.

“I’m just sleepy.” Maeve closed her eyes again.

“Want help getting to bed?”

“Maybe later …” She buried herself deeper into the couch cushions, signaling that their conversation was over. Ava stood, placing the glass in the sink and tucking the wine bottle into the tallest cabinet, the one her mother could only reach using the step stool. “Night, Mommy,” she whispered as she turned off the lights and slipped quietly into her room, carrying the step stool with her.

The night went slowly, Ava’s head spinning as she pressed her eyes closed, willing her brain to go to sleep instead of worrying about the reappearance of the wine, wondering if they were headed for another bad spell of living with the glassy-eyed woman impersonating her mother. Ava could not remember exactly when the drinking started in earnest. She pictured the first night she saw the bottle on their kitchen counter, the cheapest one they sold in the gift shop. It was about when she had started studying for her ranger test, she realized. Or at least that’s when she noticed it, a third family member in their home, lurking on the edges of their afternoons, waiting for nightfall. Often, it was innocent, Ava reminded herself. “I love this song!” her mother might call out, turning up the radio and grabbing Ava’s hands, the fruity smell hanging in the air between them as she pulled her up, laughing as she twirled and twisted her daughter to the music. In those moments, Ava didn’t mind the drinking. In fact, she was grateful for it, this magic elixir that melted away their troubles and revealed her true mother underneath, the mother Ava knew was there, if she could just coax her out long enough to stay.

But there were nights when the drink’s power soured, the laughter replaced with tears. Ava pressed her eyes closed, trying to push away the image of her mother huddled on the couch, her hands digging into her knees. “Tell me what’s wrong,” she would plead. “Nothing, honey,” her mother would reply. “As long as you’re here, I’m okay.” The words echoed now. They often did.

Go to sleep, Ava told herself, trying to refocus on her big day tomorrow, grateful for the distractions of the ranger test and the night out with Sam and his friends. Do I even have to tell her I’m leaving the refuge tomorrow night? The thought struck her in the chest. Like boys, leaving the refuge was another off-limits subject in their house. These were not directives, but adjustments Ava had made over the years, her tricks to produce more good days than bad ones. Even at the mention of the outside, Maeve’s eyes could turn vacant, like she was watching something that no one else could see.

But it was easy not to talk about leaving the refuge because Ava shared her mother’s opinion of the world outside their fences—why would you leave? Ava only left to go to the doctor, to run annoying errands, or when her grandfather insisted that she accompany him on his weekly grocery runs, sometimes on their way home stopping at a mediocre fast-food restaurant where she would eat a rubbery burger and drown soggy fries in ketchup. As a kid, she used to be excited by these excursions, ignoring how her mother’s eyes widened when Johnny asked if he could take Ava along, how Maeve hugged her for too long before they set off. But as she got older, she would wander the aisles of the grocery store thinking about how her mother was right. Ava hated breathing the polluted air, hated navigating the mobs of people too distracted by their phones to look up, hated being bombarded by headache-inducing neon signs that dotted the highway.

“Go shower all of that outside off of you,” her mother would order when they returned home, before Ava could even unpack the groceries she and Johnny had delivered. And as she did, relief would wash over her, because she was home, back with everything she loved, safely contained within the iron fencing of the refuge.

I’m not going to tell her about tomorrow night, Ava decided, surprised by how excited that thought made her. I’m going to lie.
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“WHAT ARE YOU doing up?” Ava asked, surprised to find her mother in the kitchen filling the coffee machine with water. See, she’s fine, she scolded herself for getting worked up last night. The kitchen was dark, the sun still waiting until a more reasonable hour to rise. Ava flipped on the light, then immediately turned it off when they both winced in the harsh glow. Their kitchen was cluttered but clean, mismatched bowls and cookware filling every cabinet, their home the resting place for items left behind when families moved out of the cabins back into the world outside. Ava pushed aside a gifted slow cooker to make room for her notebook on the kitchen counter.

“I had to wake up to see the last moments before my only baby becomes a full-fledged adult with a job.” Maeve squeezed Ava’s cheeks lightly, then held her face in her hands.

“Everything will be exactly the same.” Ava squirmed out of her grasp. “It’ll take me forever to save enough money to move out.”

Her mother’s face twisted.

“I meant to my own cabin,” Ava clarified.

Maeve’s face relaxed. “I’m just feeling sentimental is all.”

“Well, maybe save the sentimentality for after I pass the exam,” Ava chided.

“Imagine if you didn’t pass …” This made them both laugh.

The ranger exam would be two hours long, a mock tour with the head ranger, the final test all guides had to go through. Her situation was slightly different, because for the past decade, the head ranger just happened to be her grandfather. There had been some discussion about whether someone else should administer Ava’s test, but ultimately the team had decided the gesture would be fruitless. Johnny insisted that he would be even harder on her than a normal trainee, and the team pretended to believe him. But the test didn’t really matter in some ways. Ava had lived on the refuge long before any of the current rangers started working there. Many of the team members could remember the little girl accompanying them during their own evaluation, piping up with commentary. Ava wasn’t worried. She imagined that being graded on her knowledge of the animals and plants on the refuge would be like someone from the outside being asked to describe their childhood best friends.

She watched her mother peer into the bag of coffee, closing her eyes as she smelled the beans and the gurgle of the coffee machine filled the room. Maeve was wearing a loose sundress, her deep brown hair held back by a clip with a subtle tortoise-shell pattern, just a few strands of gray catching in the light. Ava knew that her mother was beautiful—she had put together the evidence when she was little: she saw the lingering stares from tourists and noticed how men always seemed to find her at the staff gatherings. But it was moments like this where it struck her the most, unremarkable instances of routine punctuated by her mother’s beauty.

“Okay, I’m off.” Ava smoothed her neatly pressed uniform. She preferred the khaki shorts and olive button-down over time wasted each morning selecting an outfit. She caught a glimpse of herself in the mirror by their front door and tried to smooth her curls into a ponytail before giving up and putting on a baseball cap emblazoned with the refuge logo. But before she could make it outside, her mother grabbed her hand and pushed the door open, like she used to do when she was a little kid. Ava didn’t resist, allowing her mother’s sentimentality to rub off on her a little. The door swung shut behind them, and they made their way down the porch stairs where Johnny was already sitting at the bottom, staring out toward the rocks, waiting for them.

“My girls.” He stood up, visibly teary-eyed as he took in the sight of them holding hands.

“Seriously? You’re supposed to be impartial. You can’t be weeping before we even start the damn test!” Ava scolded him.

“Fine.” Johnny took a notebook out of his back pocket. “Then I’m deducting points for improper language.”

“The test hasn’t started yet!”

“Do you want special treatment or not? I’m confused.”

“Not,” Ava decided.

“Got it. Starting three points down then. Shall we?”

“My car or yours?” she asked.

“Mine.” He tossed her the keys. “And should I deduct more points for you referring to refuge property as your own?” Technically, her Jeep belonged to the refuge. Somewhere, a piece of paper in the ranger office marked the car as signed out by Ava two years ago, an empty box waiting to list the time of return.

“You are power mad.” She rolled her eyes at him, then caught herself. “I mean, whatever you think, sir head ranger sir.”

“That’s better.” He laughed.

They strolled toward his car like they had so many times before, except this time Johnny stepped aside and let Ava take the driver’s seat. She felt out of place, her well-worn shape imprinted just inches away.

“Good luck!” Maeve waved, leaning against the doorframe as they pulled away. Ava watched from the rearview mirror as she bent down to smell the flower boxes, which were still only showing a hint of the emerging purple blooms.

“So …” Ava took a deep breath, assuming her professional tour guide voice. “We are so happy that you could join us today. It is an honor and a privilege to share the stories and science of this land with you. Welcome to our refuge.”



The staff gathering was especially buzzy that night. One of the newer bartenders was always assigned the dreaded overcrowded Tuesday shift, and it seemed like the young man stuck behind the bar was retaliating with rebelliously heavy pours. The room was full, its deep burgundy walls echoing with conversation as staff members spilled out of the corner booths, mobbed the bar, and whispered across high-top tables, flickering candles lighting their faces from below.

Ava’s mother was one of those people commanding a high-top, talking with one of the concierges, telling a story full of hand gestures that were a bit too exaggerated, her wine sloshing in its glass as she gesticulated, one strap of her sundress slipping down her shoulder. As soon as she spotted Ava, she abandoned the confused concierge and pushed through the crowd, grabbing her daughter’s hand and pulling her toward the bar.

“Two glasses of champagne! Your nicest!” Maeve smiled wide at the new guy. Ava tried to stand up straight and look older behind her. The bartender smirked, not fooled by her attempt to look of age, but grabbed two champagne flutes anyway.

“Prosecco okay? That’s all we’ve got.”

“That’s great. We’re celebrating,” Maeve pulled Ava into a side hug, resting her head on her shoulder. “She is the newest ranger here. She passed her test.”

“That’s cool,” the bartender started peeling the foil off the cork of the bottle, then stopped and turned toward Ava. “You want to do the honors?”

“Yes, she does! I assume a definitely twenty-one-year-old woman like yourself knows exactly what to do?” Maeve winked and the bartender laughed, flashing his first smile of the night.

Grabbing the bottle and pointing it away from the crowd, Ava twisted the cork while squeezing her eyes closed. The sound of the pop reverberated throughout the bar, and the revelers cheered reflexively, no matter that they didn’t know the reason for celebration. The prosecco sloshed from the bottle, and Ava quickly tried to pour without spilling, failing as their glasses overflowed with bubbles.

“Drink! Drink the foam quickly!” Maeve pushed the flute into Ava’s hand. Ava obliged, then snorted into the foam, laughing at the sight of her mother racing the bubbles in her overflowing glass.

“You look ridiculous,” Ava said.

“I am just trying to be enthusiastic,” she replied. “You are growing up, and I’m trying to celebrate that instead of wishing you would stay seven years old forever.”

“It’s just a job. It’s really not that big of a deal.”

“Well, then, cheers.” She lifted her flute toward Ava. “To things that are not that big of a deal.” The clink of their glasses made a bit of Maeve’s drink spill on the floor. Ava was thankful to have the illicit prosecco to calm her nerves. She could not tell if she was more nervous about seeing Sam or lying to her mother. Luckily, by the looks of it, her mother would not be the toughest target to fool tonight.

Staff members stopped by to congratulate Ava on passing the test. She sipped her drink and accepted their hugs, a little embarrassed, but accustomed to everyone on staff knowing her business. When she was much younger, Ava used to shrink from the attention that came from being raised by a collective. When anyone besides Maeve or Johnny tried to grab her hand she would whip it away, looking down at her shoes when employees asked how old she was or how she liked growing up on the refuge. But over time she softened, like she and the refuge were two pieces of clay being folded into each other. Ava had been forced to abandon the concept of boundaries, and that was fine with her now. So much so that she didn’t cringe when Grace had stuffed a box of tampons in her hands the day after she got her first period. “I heard the news,” she had whispered, speaking quickly. “The instructions are on the box. In case your mom only has pads.” Rather than blush, Ava had just laughed and accepted the gift. Exchanges like that did not bother her anymore. Everything here belonged to her, which meant she belonged to everything too. But tonight, she wished that she could maintain some anonymity. That she could slip out unseen and go out with a boy without announcing it to the room.

“Hey, Mom?” Ava placed her hand on her mother’s shoulder, peeling her away from a group of bellmen she was entertaining with stories from the childcare center.

“Yeah, hon?”

“I think the prosecco is making me feel a little weird. I might go lie down.”

“A lightweight, just like your mom.” Maeve smoothed her daughter’s hair and smiled.

“I’ll probably just go straight to sleep, so I’ll say good night now.”

“Night, my little ranger.” Maeve kissed her cheek. “Feel better, sweetie. I love you.”

“Love you too,” Ava feigned a queasy look as she turned away, amazed at how easy her escape was. It was exhilarating how naturally the lie came to her. She found her grandfather before she left, nursing a drink alone in the corner, observing the room with a smile from his high vantage point. Ava looked down at her watch. It was time to go. “Hey, I’m headed out early. Make sure Mom gets home okay?”

“Of course,” he replied. They both looked at Maeve, who was marching her way back toward the bar. “Is she …”

“She’s fine,” Ava answered before he could finish.

“Ava …”

“What?”

“You’d tell me if you needed, you know, help? With her?”

“People drink, it’s not always a problem. She’s just celebrating the good news.” Ava reached up and hugged him. “Good night.”

As she walked toward the cabin, nervous energy hummed through her body, igniting little regrets that grew with each step. She wished she drank more to prepare. Or that she looked up some conversation topics, maybe googled what normal teenagers were into right now. Or that she had sifted through Grace’s dresses more before choosing her own linen sundress, which was already wrinkling as she walked. She was wondering if she still had time to change when she rounded the corner and saw the green car parked in front of her cabin.

Sam was sitting on their steps, staring at the cliffs in the distance like Ava had done so many times throughout her life. He looked handsome, leaning his face against his big hands, the light from their porch shining down on his brown curls. He hadn’t noticed her yet. Ava wished time would stop right then, that she could freeze in this moment, an eternity of constant potential. She would never have to wonder if she said the right thing or wore the wrong outfit, she would always be here, standing next to her cabin, about to say hello to the boy waiting for her on the stairs.

But Sam saw her first, shattering the fantasy. “So I guess punctuality is not a part of the ranger training?” he teased.

“I am so sorry,” she said, embarrassed. “I was trying to get out of the staff thing without my mom noticing.”

“I’m just joking, don’t apologize. We’re celebrating, after all.”

“Celebrating what?”

He threw her a dubious look. “You think the security team doesn’t hear all the news? We’ve got eyes everywhere. Including the new ranger files.”

“This place needs juicier gossip.” She pretended to be dismissive, but couldn’t hide her smile.

“Congratulations, Ava.”

“Thanks, Sam.” She loved how his name felt in her mouth. He walked toward the car, hustling to beat Ava to the passenger side so he could open the door for her.

“So I know you said that the suburbs can’t hold a candle to the Amarant,” he said once they were settled, one hand on the wheel, the other resting on the gear shift. “But I’m here to change your mind. And we are starting with an absolute staple of life as a suburban dweller.”

“Oh, yeah?”

“I am going to introduce you to a life-changing concept. You ready for this?” He was grinning.

“I’m not sure … I’m not really looking to change my life,” she joked. “But fine, go on.”

“Breakfast. For. Dinner.”

“Is that really a suburban thing? My mom and I make eggs for dinner all the time.”

“Well, that’s only half of it. Breakfast for dinner … at IHOP.”

“We’re going to a chain restaurant? That’s where your friends hang out?” She looked at him, trying to see if he was joking. “Really?”

“IHOP is so much more than a chain restaurant,” he told her seriously. “Plus it’s like the only place open past ten. Just trust me.”

When he pressed his foot on the gas, Ava decided that she loved how it felt to be a passenger in his car, with Sam in control of wherever they were headed. She liked how he leaned back in his seat, how he drove with one hand on the bottom of the wheel, how relaxed he seemed moving them toward the gates. When they had been driving for a few minutes, the radio started to get fuzzy, which was normal this far out in the refuge.

“I can’t believe how deep in the staff cabins are. It must take you, what, twenty minutes just to hit the main road?” He fiddled with the radio, eventually landing on a pop station that had less static.

“Yeah, something like that. But isn’t that what the Amarant is known for? Vogue called us a ‘sanctuary-like escape?’ ”

“Just wait until they hear about the newest ranger hitting ninety miles per hour on her tours,” Sam replied. “That is no sanctuary.”

Their banter flowed easily, and Ava felt less self-conscious with every moment that passed. She tried to read on his face if he was having an okay time, but he caught her staring, flashing a big knowing smile. She pretended to look out the window, stuffing her shaky hands into her pockets.

When they reached the gates of the refuge and turned onto the main road, it felt like the outside had changed since the last time she had left. The same boxy beige buildings that she remembered popped up alongside the highway, but they looked less boring. She noticed colorful awnings that hung above café tables on the sidewalks, bright window displays with smartly dressed mannequins, and groups of smiling teens leaning against cars in the parking lots. When they stopped at a red light, she looked at the building to her right, an Italian restaurant with big neon letters plastered above the door. It looked warm inside, light streaming out from the window that put the patrons inside on display. A family sat in the booth closest to the road, the mother whispering something to the father, who was laughing, while their two children were engrossed in their pizza slices. That looks nice, she thought to herself, surprised.

“Okay, your first official suburbia lesson,” he said. He smiled and turned up the radio, blasting a song Ava recognized as a hit from an old boy band that had been playing in the gift shop for years. “Driving with the windows down, singing along. It is peak suburbia.”

“There is no way I am letting you hear me sing.” She shook her head.

“Come on, this right here is what suburbia is all about. It’s a must.”

“I think I need an example first, someone to tell me how this all goes.” She reached over and turned the volume up even more, smiling back at him as the boy band crooned.

“You asked for this.” He smiled and took a big preparatory breath. His off-tune voice filled the car and spilled out the windows onto the highway, as he sang at full volume and then some. Ava laughed so hard that she closed her eyes, but Sam kept singing, laughing and stealing glances at her. When the song swelled to its dramatic crescendo, Sam’s voice loudly cracked as he attempted to hit the high note.

“Good thing we’re here.” He slowed the car and took a right turn, catching his breath. “I don’t think you or I can handle another song.”

“Speak for yourself.”

“Welcome.” He gestured dramatically to the building through the windshield. “To the International House of Pancakes.”

Ava was shocked at the size of the restaurant in front of them. Big light-filled windows framed the people sitting at booths, each creating a separate scene of families, couples, teens, and stacks of pancakes. Soon they were being led to their booth by a window, greeted by a table display that presented four different flavors of maple syrup. A group of three were already seated when they arrived, one girl and two guys. Ava smiled awkwardly as Sam embraced them each in a big bear hug.

“Everyone, this is Ava. We work together.” He stepped aside and let her scooch into the booth. “And this is Alex, Toby, and Kelly. My buddies from high school.”

She stuck her hand out toward them, and Kelly raised her eyebrows. “How formal,” she said. Ava’s cheeks burned, and she shoved her hands under the table.

When the waiter handed them the large laminated menus, Ava tried to hide her surprise at how many options there were. The restaurant at the refuge had five entrees and a rotating special dish. IHOP boasted thirteen different kinds of omelet alone. Each page of the monstrous menu stuck to each other, screaming out phrases that felt like another language, like “Cinn-a-stack pancakes.”

“So, what should we get?” Sam flipped through the pages of his menu, pausing to examine a photo of a gigantic waffle.

“Going out on a limb to suggest this here, but …” Toby took a dramatic pause. “Pancakes?”

Sam carried the conversation, peppering his friends with questions about college parties and dorm curfew rules. Ava tried to pay attention, smiling and nodding along, but she was distracted by the people sitting near them. They all looked, well, normal. No one wore Patagonia or Cartier bracelets. No one snapped their fingers at the waiters to get their attention. These were not like the outsiders Ava was used to. She wanted to take a turn at each table, asking the diners about their lives, their jobs, who they were.

“What about you, Ava?” Kelly turned toward her, pulling her back in. “We’ve been hogging the conversation all night. Where’d you go to high school?”

“Uh, I was homeschooled.” She forced a smile. “I live at the Amarant, where Sam and I work.” Ava steeled herself for the dumbfounded reaction that always came next.

“She basically grew up in paradise,” Sam replied. “You guys should see this place.”

“Shit, that’s wild.” Toby nodded.

“Was it hard to adjust to life there?” Kelly scrunched her nose. “The way Sam describes it, it sounds pretty … remote.” It took Ava a moment to answer, distracted by the idea of Sam and Kelly chatting about her refuge.

“I always lived there, so no adjustment needed,” she managed to get out. “My mom grew up there too, so it’s kind of just normal to us. Just the same as you guys living around here.”

“I think I’d thrive living there,” Sam added. “I’d go fly fishing every morning. Hiking every afternoon. And I’d befriend all the bartenders to get free drinks.”

“Oh, come on, you’d go crazy after a week.” Kelly added, “No offense, Ava.”

“I think it’s cool,” Alex interjected. “The suburbs are lame.”

“You must get lonely,” Kelly said. “But you must travel to get away, right? Like go visit family for the summers or anything?”

“Not often.” Ava thought that sounded better than the real answer, which was never. She thought about making up an aunt she visited every summer or a cousin that lived nearby, but she couldn’t think of a lie fast enough. “All my family is on the refuge too.”

“Your whole extended family?”

“Well, my grandpa lives there. And my dad’s not in the picture,” she said, praying they didn’t ask for more details about that. “So yeah, all my family.”

“What about extended family?”

“I don’t have any.”

“Not even a great-aunt or uncle? Second cousins?” Kelly frowned. “Isn’t that impossible?”

“Not that I know of,” Ava hoped the heat in her cheeks wasn’t noticeable. “I think my grandfather has a brother somewhere. But I’ve never met him.”

“Sorry, are we prying?” Sam turned toward her.

“No, it’s okay,” Ava lied.

“So like … you could be related to that guy and wouldn’t know.” Kelly used her fork to gesture to a man in a trucker hat slumped over a ginormous Eggs Benedict a few tables away who, as if on cue, picked his nose as they looked over. Kelly burst out laughing, and the nose picker caught them staring, shooting a glare in their direction.

“Just look in my eyes and pretend we have been talking this whole time.” Sam was holding eye contact with Kelly as they both stifled laughter. “It’s okay, he’s back to his eggs.” They both relaxed. Ava felt like she might cry.

“Okay, enough interrogating my new friend,” Sam patted her on the shoulder, and her heart sank, at both the pat and the friend. Of course he didn’t like her, not after tonight. She was just his weird reclusive coworker who would never fit in with his friends.

“Toby, tell me what’s happening with you and your ex,” Sam asked, moving on.



The drive home was quiet. Alex asked for a ride with Sam, so Ava sat in the back while she listened to them bicker about the Montana Grizzlies football team. Even she knew that being relegated to the back seat signaled that this had not been a date. When they dropped her off, she forced a wave, rushing into the cabin as quickly as possible, hoping they didn’t notice that she was on the verge of tears. “You must get lonely.” Kelly’s words repeated and repeated in her head as she pictured them laughing at her, pictured the pat on the shoulder, pictured sitting in the back seat like the outsider she was.

She opened the door to the cabin as slowly as possible to minimize any noise, her shoes in hand to avoid creaking from the wood floors. She felt a wave of relief seeing that her mother was not waiting for her on the couch, an image she remembered from movies of parents flipping on the lights to catch their teen slinking home after a late night.

She crept into her room, cursing the door’s loud squeaky hinge, which turned out to be the least of her concerns. Her mother was lying across her bed, fast asleep, still in her clothes from the party. She had not bothered to get under the covers and was nestled among the decorative pillows that Ava always pushed to the side of the bed she didn’t sleep on. She looked like a little kid surrounded by the pink tassels and pom-poms of the bedding that Ava had inherited as hand-me-downs from a family with young girls that moved off the refuge. Ava looked at her—almost certainly her mother had had too much to drink at the gathering. Was it her fault? she wondered. Because of her getting a job? Because she joked about her own cabin? Because her mother’s entire life was wrapped around hers, two strands of a single knot, and any step Ava took away from her might unravel them both?

Ava considered sleeping in the other room, to give her mother more space in the bed, but instead, she climbed in, matching her mother’s position facing the wall. They used to sleep like this when she was little and had a nightmare, Ava begging her mom not to leave until the morning, comforted by the sound of her breathing as she tried to sleep.

“Hon?” Her mother stirred half awake.

“It’s okay, go back to sleep.”

“Where were you? Where’d …” Her question trailed off.

“I went for a long walk. I wanted to look at the stars.”

“Oh, okay. That’s nice.”

“Go back to sleep.”

“Love you, honey.”

“You too,” Ava stared at the wall, listening to the inhales and exhales of her mother’s breath, trying to match the gentle rhythm. As a kid, this practice used to calm her. She’d focus on the rise and fall, and whatever sinister images had plagued her slowly disappeared, expelled with each exhale. But tonight, as Ava tried to match the in and out and in and out, the rhythm started to feel manic, oppressive, like she was hyperventilating. Rather than relief, a new emotion built with each breath, something she wasn’t used to feeling. Ava was angry.

It was her mother’s fault she did not have a better answer to their questions tonight. Her mother’s fault that every time she left the refuge, she saw only the threatening side of the world. Her mother’s fault, she thought with a stab of pain, that Sam only saw her as a friend, that she had no idea how to date or flirt. But even more than all that, Ava was angry about how much she had enjoyed being on the outside. How much she liked the feeling of driving on a well-paved road, no rocks crunching under the wheels. How she found something comforting about sitting in a restaurant illuminated by fluorescent bulbs, endless menu options to choose from. How exciting it was to realize there were so many people in the world that she could meet. Ava had been amazed as Sam and his friends rattled off stories about high school, entire lives they’d lived together, separate from their parents, separate from their jobs. Maybe she could have had friends like that too. Maybe her best friends wouldn’t be her mother and her sixty-year-old neighbor. “Am I a freak?” she whispered toward the wall, choking back tears.

Her mother’s breath stayed steady. Ava squeezed her eyes and tried again to focus on the rise and fall and rise and fall, fighting the tightness in her chest. She thought of the family sitting at the Italian restaurant and wondered if in another universe she would have been sitting at that same booth, eating pizza with friends her own age, framed in the light of the window, going home to a happy mother and father instead of a mother drowning her nightmares in wine.

She would never know, but the scene comforted her, the image floating in her mind as sleep finally came, quelling her anger until the morning.







CHAPTER
7



IN THE MORNING, it took Ava a few seconds to remember what happened the night before. In a state of half sleep, her brain assembled the information step by step, registering the familiar first: her crumpled pillow, the morning sun filtering through her sheer curtains, the smell of coffee in the kitchen. Then she began filling in the rest of herself. She was Ava, she remembered. She went to IHOP last night. She found her mother sleeping in her bed. The last memory jolted her awake, and she flipped over, wondering if her mother was still asleep next to her. But the bed was empty, her pink pillows neatly reorganized.

Squinting at the alarm clock on her bedside table, she could only read the minute digits, the rest of the numbers tilted toward the wall. When she reached for the clock, she knocked it over, cursing as it clattered on the ground, but too tired to move to pick it up.

“Mooorning.” Her mother poked her head through the door, taking the noise as an open invitation.

“What time is it?” Ava snuggled deeper into her pillow.

“Ten twenty-three.”

“Shit.” she sat up. “I slept in.”

“You clearly needed it.” Maeve sat on the edge of the bed. “Tired from all your late night exploring, hmm?”

“I just wanted to get out. To get some fresh air.”

“And to lie to your mother about it?”

“Well, I didn’t know when I left the party that I would want to go for a walk. I’m not a psychic.” She buried her face back in her pillow, as if it could absorb the lie.

“I hated coming home and not knowing where you were. I wasn’t sure if you’d left the refuge.”

“What’s with the sudden strict mother routine eighteen years in?” Ava now remembered the last detail from the night before, the anger. It woke up too.

“Were you with that boy?”

“No,” Ava lied, watching her mother’s shoulders drop in relief. But why would that be so awful? Instead of feeling guilty she felt lighter, freer. In fact, she felt powerful, picturing herself on the outside eating pancakes, waltzing through her mother’s suburban nightmares. Maybe it was that feeling, that power, coalescing with her anger that made her keep going, Kelly’s questions from the night before still echoing in her mind. She turned to her mother. “Why do you hate the outside so much? What’s so bad about it?”

“I thought we agreed on that,” Maeve played with the tassels on the pillows, avoiding Ava’s eyes. “We just prefer spending our time here. That’s all.” Her tone was dismissive and casual, her go-to approach for all their difficult conversations.

“That’s not a real answer.”

“Well, it’s the truth. I made coffee, want some?” The breezy answers made Ava’s anger boil even more.

“Why don’t we ever see family?” Ava was whispering now, her anger fighting to withstand the crashing waves of guilt.

“We see family every single day. Your grandfather lives next door.”

“No, like more extended family.”

“I’m your family. Grandpa Johnny is your family. I feel lucky to have that family in my life,” Maeve answered coldly.

“So it’s not weird to you? That we don’t have outside friends or family? That we’re so isolated?”

Maeve’s face chilled. “Mallory and Milly died, remember?”

Ava blanched, but before she could speak, her mother continued. “Do you feel isolated?” Maeve suddenly looked panicked, as she stared into her daughter’s eyes. The room settled into silence, and Ava watched her mother dig her fingers one by one around her right knee, the tips of each turning white with the pressure. The gesture was small, unnoticeable to someone who didn’t know her. But Ava did know her, and she knew that this is what she did when she was trying not to cry. Ava felt like each finger was digging into her own skin. Her mother looked small, fragile, broken. That’s your fault, she gulped, cursing her petty anger. Pushing the covers off, she moved next to her mother at the end of the bed, resting her head on her shoulder.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to make you feel bad,” Ava whispered.

“I know, baby.” Her mother reached up and began stroking her hair. “I just get sad, thinking that you’re lonely. That your grandfather and I aren’t enough family for you. I’m sorry.”

“You are enough. That’s not what I meant.”

“Okay.” Her mother’s voice was shaking.

“Can we visit our friends?” Ava asked, hopefully. If her mother agreed, it would mean she was forgiven, which meant that Ava might be able to forgive herself.

Her mother nodded. Relief washed over Ava. They would go to see the bighorn sheep.

Ava and Maeve only visited the bighorns on two rare occasions: on their birthdays or after a fight. The tradition had started when Ava was eight. After finding the sheep twice in a week, the pair agreed that they had to limit how often they visited them to keep the magic from being diluted by mundanity. An embargo was agreed upon. Their original deal had been only on birthdays, but after a fight about homeschooling tests, Ava had asked if they could go as a distraction from the unpleasantness of the disagreement, and the tradition had officially expanded.

A cloud cover shaded the refuge, leaving the air crisp as they climbed into the Jeep. Ava decided to drive the long way, winding along the river, pushing the gas pedal down to race against the flowing current. Her mother always looked happiest in moments like this, her eyes brightening as she took in the views, scanning each tree trunk and puddle like it was the first she had ever seen in her life. The drive took longer than normal because it was calving season, and Maeve insisted on stopping near every bison herd to watch the newborns trot beside their mothers, marveling over their cuteness.

When they finally pulled up to the field, Maeve reached over and squeezed Ava’s hand. “There they are,” she said, gazing at the herd grazing in front of them. The bighorn sheep were majestic animals, otherworldly with their gigantic headpieces. The largest males had horns that grew so long they almost looped all the way around, and yet they still held their heads high, unbothered by the weight of their crowns. They had always been Ava’s favorite animal. Johnny loved to tell the stories about how when Ava was little, “sheep” was one of her very first words. He would put his hands up to his head and cup his fingers mimicking their horns, and she would chirp “Sheep! Sheep! Sheep!” while chasing him around the courtyard.

At this time of the year, the bighorns would always be grazing in the same pasture, the thickest grasses feeding them throughout the next few weeks, nestled between two sloping mountains that provided lots of opportunity for climbing when their stomachs were full. Ava parked about six feet from the herd, who did not seem bothered by their intrusion, staying mostly quiet, at peace, save for an errant baa or two.

“Hi there,” Ava called to the closest female sheep, whose horns reached up toward the sky instead of looping down like the males. Her short tail wiggled, as if in response.

“I remember when she got here,” Maeve said quietly.

“How could you know which one is which?”

“You see where there used to be a tag on her ear? She was rescued from a zoo in Idaho.” She pointed toward her. “And her horns are a little crooked.”

Ava looked closer and did notice the slash in her ear, the remnants of a past life. “How’d she end up here then?”

“One guess,” Maeve replied, a smile spreading.

“Grandpa?”

“Yep,” Maeve nodded and they both laughed. “He was always keeping tabs on zoos nearby, begging to rescue any animal that was natural to the land.”

“Sounds like him.”

“He let me come watch when she arrived. She was just a little thing when they took her out of the truck,” she continued. “He was worried she wouldn’t be able to acclimate back into the wild though. He stayed with her every day for weeks.”

“Why was he worried?”

“She was too dependent on humans. He thought she wouldn’t be able to survive out there without them.”

“That’s sad.”

“But look at her now,” Maeve gestured to the lush greens and the collection of lodgepole pines that offered shade. They sat in comfortable silence, watching the sheep graze.

“I’m sorry for this morning. I didn’t mean to make you upset,” Ava started. “I was just thinking about how I don’t have a lot of family.”

Her mother stared ahead, and Ava wondered if she had heard her.

“Were you thinking about not knowing your father?” Maeve finally replied.

“Father is such a generous word for your one-night stand.”

Maeve winced. “I hate that you call it that.”

Ava remembered the night she had finally wrestled that fact out of her mother. Ava had learned about sex young, an inevitability of growing up around wild animals. “What are they doing?” she had asked Grace about a pair of excitable mountain goats when she was about five, puzzled by the grunting and rhythmic movements that were on unabashed display during an afternoon walk through the fields. Grace had been unprepared for the question and answered truthfully, scientifically, not realizing the paternity question that might be born from the goats’ afternoon activities.

Ava rushed home so she could ask her mother about her own father. She could still picture her mother, sitting on the couch with her feet propped on the coffee table, slowly lowering her book when she heard the question. But she looked bemused by the interrogation rather than stressed, brushing it off until Ava insisted on a sincere answer, her high-pitched voice getting more and more frustrated as she demanded to be taken seriously. “I made you myself,” Maeve finally replied, laughing as she picked her daughter up by the armpits and placed her on the couch next to her, kissing her on the forehead. And that was the deflection her mother stuck with for years, no matter how fervently Ava asked, as if she’d been magically conceived.

Without an answer, Ava was free to imagine who her father might be, her own features the only clues in her mystery. She would study the noses, eyes, and freckles of every man on the refuge, hoping that one day she would look up and find herself in their faces. But when that failed, her imagination took over, the stories growing more and more elaborate each year, filling out with excessive detail and improbable plot twists, until the tales were epic sagas playing out on a nightly basis as she tried to fall asleep. Maybe my father is the handsome investor in the refuge who visits every July, and he and my mother were madly in love but unwilling to move from their respective homes, she thought. Or maybe it was an illicit and passionate affair with a married staff member, and the revelation would have caused shockwaves in the community, forcing the man to leave the refuge and never return.

She spent so many hours musing on the possibilities late into the night, writing love stories without endings, imagining possible reconciliations, until one midnight when she decided she could not endure the unsolved mystery anymore. She was fourteen. She marched into the living room, finding her mother in almost the exact pose as the first time Ava had raised the question almost a decade before.

“You have to tell me who my father is,” she demanded. “Why don’t I see him?”

“Well …” her mother paused, placing her book down on the couch. She squinted into Ava’s eyes, searching them to see how serious of an inquiry this was. Ava stared back, resolute.

“You see …” Maeve took a calming breath. “It was a tourist. I didn’t know him well.”

Ava asked every follow-up question she could think of, but her mother did not have the answers to them. She admitted by the end that she barely remembered him, they never kept in touch, and she didn’t even know his last name.

“I’ve been writing the next Romeo and Juliet in my head for a decade.” Ava admitted quietly, not sure if she felt like crying or laughing. Maeve got off the couch and sat on the floor with her, her forehead resting on her daughter’s knees.

“I’m sorry,” she said with a sigh.

At that point Ava had abandoned her fantasies, her dreams of having a father. They had barely spoken about it again since that night, until now, sitting in the Jeep, looking out at the bighorn herd.

“You weren’t an accident, you know.” Her mother’s face was serene as she spoke, watching two bighorn rams butt their heads in a show of dominance. “It wasn’t that I decided to sleep with someone, then had a baby as a result. It was the opposite.”

“What do you mean?”

“I decided I wanted a baby, and so I had the one-night stand. As a means to an end.”

It took Ava a minute to understand the difference. “Did he know that was what you wanted?” she asked. Isn’t that kind of messed up? she thought, but was too scared to say.

“No, no. He was kind and handsome, but we barely knew each other. I honestly chose him based on the timing with my cycle”—she shrugged—“and I certainly wasn’t going to tell him my plan. He was a tourist, only visiting for a few days with a group of his friends. It might’ve even been a bachelor party.” She shuddered at the thought.

“Why did you want to have a kid so bad? I mean, I’m glad I exist, but you were so young.”

“Who wouldn’t want to raise a kid here?” She looked out at the hills.

“Do you ever think about him now? Wish you had told him, tracked him down?”

Maeve paused. “Honestly, no. I even forget what he looked like. Sometimes when I look at you I get a flash of his eyes or chin or nose. But to me, they are yours, not his.”

“Did you ever think about dating him?” Ava spoke slowly. She was breaking one of her own rules, wading into forbidden waters.

“No,” Her mother shook her head. “I barely knew him.”

“But you could’ve gotten to know him. That’s the whole point of dating.”

“I’ve never been interested in dating.”

“Why?”

“I like my life the way it is. We’ve got a good thing going with just the two of us.”

“But you could date if you wanted to, I wouldn’t mind.”

“I like my independence, my freedom.” She threaded her arm through her daughter’s. “Wait, do you wish you knew your dad?” Maeve asked the question urgently, as if it was just occurring to her for the very first time.

Images of sitcom dads pushing their daughters on a swing or teaching them to ride a bike flitted through Ava’s mind. “Not really,” she replied, happy to give her mother what she wanted, or needed, to hear, even if it wasn’t entirely the truth. “Sometimes growing up I did. But I think it was about wanting to know, more than wanting to have a dad. You know?”

“Yeah, I guess.”

Ava thought about pushing her more, asking more questions. She thought about reminding her mother that by not knowing her father, Ava was cut off from a world of potential relatives, cousins, aunts, uncles. Another isolating choice that her mother had made on behalf of both of them. But then she remembered the scene from the morning, her mother’s fingers digging into her knees. The sun was starting to break through the clouds, and the sheep were walking toward the farther end of the valley, their hooves kicking up dirt behind them, their giant bodies swaying as they marched forward with an unknown purpose. Yes, that was enough for today.
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THE AIR IN the security office was stale, matching the furniture, a gray couch and an old desk stuffed into the windowless box of a room. The room’s only decor was a collection of worn photos pinned to a corkboard, images of petty thieves, graffiti artists, and poachers who were banned from the refuge. Someone had scribbled “Lenny’s Most Wanted!” on a Post-it note in bright red pen and taped it above the collage of mugshots and grainy security camera images.

Ava mostly used the old desktop to do research, but occasionally she would watch YouTube videos about various plants or animals you could find on the refuge. Once, she made an Instagram account so she could find a boy who visited with his family every spring, but among the photos of him fishing, pouring beer on his friends, and lifting weights were multiple shots of him holding a pretty blonde girl around the waist. She stopped checking the account and eventually forgot her password—that is, until recently. She sheepishly clicked the “forgot password” button a few days after she met Sam, quickly finding his profile and scrolling through the same ten photos of him with his friends, family, and standing in front of an ocean somewhere. Last week he had posted a photo of him smiling in front of a bison on the refuge, and Ava had spent an hour typing and retyping a clever comment, before deciding to simply “like” the photo.

Technically this space was off limits to anyone outside of the security team, per Lenny’s rules. He said it was to protect their patrol routes from getting in the wrong hands, but Ava suspected the edict was actually created because he preferred an empty office, not being one for office small talk or casual run-ins. She had become the exception to the rule when he agreed to let her use the computer for her homeschooling, and soon she became an accepted interloper in the space, homework or not. She had spent years sitting among the photos pinned to the walls and the piles of papers that Lenny always said he would sort through the next week, but never did.

But the office had a new appeal now, as the one place where Ava was most likely to run into Sam. In the past month, Ava had spent hours pretending to browse the internet in hopes she could manufacture a fleeting interaction. Her hands gently shook as she typed on the keyboard, overly aware that he could show up any minute and confirm what she had already convinced herself of, that after their night out at IHOP she was just the refuge loner, that he had been nice in inviting her out, but she had imagined their flirtation.

“Well, hey.” He appeared in the door, as if she had summoned him.

“Hi.” She swiveled the desk chair around and faced him, feigning confidence. She had workshopped how she would react, deciding to seem breezy and easygoing, like she had never expected anything more from their friendship. “How are you?”

“Better now.” He threw her a cheeky smile and sat on the couch across from her. “Lenny’s been annoying me today. Made me run the same patrol route twice.”

“Lame.” Ava blushed.

“What are you doing here? All of the refuge, and you’re always hanging in the world’s most boring room.”

“Just ordering some books,” Ava lied. “But wait, also I just learned something mind-blowing.” She opened a previous Google tab. “Did you know there are over eighteen hundred IHOPs in the world? Google has to be wrong, right?”

“It is the International House of Pancakes, after all,” Sam quipped. “I’m glad I ran into you, actually.” He suddenly sounded serious.

“What’s up?”

“I realized I don’t have your cell number.”

“Well …” she started. “It’s kind of embarrassing.”

“What?”

“I just feel like every time we talk there is some moment that makes me seem like this weird girl who grew up in isolation, like I’m Tarzan.”

“Well, at least you’ve got your Disney references down for someone who grew up on the outskirts of society.”

“My grandpa had all of them on VHS. Tarzan was one of my favorites.”

“Can I be the little gorilla then? Love that dude.” Sam smiled. “But we digress. Cell phone number? Can I have it?”

Ava hesitated. “I don’t have a cell phone.”

“Of course you don’t.” He laughed then stopped himself. “I’m sorry, I really am. I promise I’m not making fun of you, it’s just wild.”

Ava always hated seeing tourists hunched over, illuminated in the eerie glow of their technology. She would judge them for spending any second of their vacation looking down while the most beautiful place in the world waited inches above their phone screen. But now, thinking about being able to talk to Sam without lingering in the security office, she started to understand the appeal.

“I feel like if someone needs to talk to me, they normally know where to find me.”

“That’s not entirely true,” he pushed back.

“What do you mean?”

“I needed to talk to you, and I couldn’t find you. I went to your cabin, the river, the research center, and the rock cliffs. Turns out you were in my team’s office all along.”

“Why were you looking for me?” she asked, confused.

“I wanted to apologize. I feel like my friends were kind of grilling you. They’re really great, trust me, once you get to know them. I just didn’t want you to feel—”

“No, I liked your friends!” Her voice squeaked out about an octave too high.

“Cool. Good. They liked you too! Kelly is just, well, inquisitive. Which I planned to explain in a wonderfully charming text once I got home, only to realize …”

“No cell phone number.” Ava smiled.

“Worse than that, apparently, no cell phone.”

“I don’t think a cell phone is in my future anytime soon. Unless my mom changes her opinion on, well, everything.”

“So, what, I’m just supposed to wander the grounds hoping I run into you?”

“You can always walkie me, old school.”

“Oh, Tarzan. You really are a mystery girl.”

“Actually,” Ava started slowly. “Thanks to you, I tried to solve part of the mystery this morning.”

“What do you mean?”

“I was thinking about the conversation with your friends, about how I have to have some kind of extended family out there, even distantly. I’ve asked my mom about it before, but …” she trailed off. “Well, I tried again.”

“And?”

“Nothing really.” Ava wasn’t quite ready to dive into the conversation about her father with him. “She just shut down.” Ava had never talked about this before. It felt like a betrayal, to talk about her mother so publicly. She had wanted Sam to know she thought their isolation was weird too, but now she regretted bringing it up.

“This might be stupid obvious,” Sam said. “But have you tried Googling?”

Ava was too embarrassed to answer right away. The question settled between them.

“You’ve never Googled her?” He raised his eyebrows.

“I never thought about it!” she admitted. “To me, Google is like an encyclopedia to look up weird plants I’ve seen. Or IHOP numbers. I forgot I could use it for, like, personal things.”

“Let’s take a look.” Sam took the back of the swivel chair, spinning her toward the computer. He crouched next to her, pulling the keyboard toward them both, his arm grazing against hers. She was so distracted by his closeness, by the smell of his pine-scented soap and the light touch of his forearms against her skin, that she had to remind herself to breathe.

“My turn to be embarrassed. What’s your last name?” Sam asked, faced with a blank Google page.

“Hayward. Same as my grandfather.”

He typed Maeve Hayward into the search bar, and they both held their breath waiting for the page to load. But when the pixels finally assembled, they were met with a list of nonsense: a jewelry company named Maeve, a music video for a disco song, nothing useful.

“So much for Google,” Ava sighed.

“Let me try other searches,” He tried a slew of keywords and names, each time met by a similar list of internet junk. “Wow, she really is a Luddite. It’s like she doesn’t even exist. Does she even have a bio on our website?” He typed “Maeve + The Amarant” to answer his question. The computer took longer to load this time, as if whatever magic powered Google had to reach deeper into the internet for answers. When the page finally appeared, there was just one result. He clicked it, and a scan of an old newspaper clipping appeared: Danes Montana Police Report Archives: May 12, 1990: Approx. seven-year-old girl found abandoned on the grounds of the Amarant Hotel. Goes by “Maeve.” Please contact Danes police with any information.

“Well, it looks like your mother is the original mystery girl.” Sam was staring at Ava, trying to figure out if this had been a good idea or a bad one, but she was expressionless as she drank in the words on the screen.
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WINONA TOOK A drag of her cigarette and looked over at Johnny, who was staring out at the mysterious little girl in the courtyard, worry lines etched across his face. It had been less than a day since she was found, and he was already too invested. The police would be here in a few minutes to take the girl away, and then Winona would be the one forced to remind Johnny that some mysteries go unsolved, some people cannot be saved. She winced as she watched the billow of her smoke dissolve into the clean refuge air, then pressed the butt into an ashtray that was already full, careful not to spill any of her previous exceptions onto the wooden railing.

“Try talking to her again,” Winona told him.

Go say goodbye is what she really meant to say.

Winona never intended to care quite so much about Johnny, or anyone on the Amarant for that matter. She would not admit this now, but when she took the job as their very first president, she thought the whole endeavor was ridiculous. She found the board of directors self-important, their messaging weak, and the mission, well, fine. She almost hung up when she first got the call, thinking that it was a solicitor raising money on the line. Sometimes she wondered what her life would be like if she had.

“Bison used to roam the American plains, but now occupy only one percent of the land they used to call home,” the man on the phone had rattled on, as if he was reading from a script.

“I’m not interested in donating,” Winona stopped him.

“Oh.” He paused. “I’m not calling for money. I’m calling to talk to you about a job opening.”

A week later, she sat behind her desk at the Red Cross headquarters while four men in expensive suits spoke over each other, all fighting to describe their vision for a wildlife refuge mixed with a hotel, spewing corporate energy that was out of place in a building that normally pulsed with bleeding hearts and selfless volunteers, not sales pitches.

“It’s really about restoring our lands,” one of the men offered, emphasizing his point with a self-important nod.

“And about research,” another added eagerly.

“And conservation, of course,” a third jumped in.

“Sounds like a lot of things.” Winona checked the clock.

They sat in mismatched gray chairs that Winona had helped her assistant drag into the cramped room that morning, briefly making her second-guess her decision to reject the nicer office on the fifth floor that she had been offered after her promotion.

“I’m surprised you’re taking this meeting,” her assistant had commented as they squeezed the last chair into the room.

“Any group rich enough to buy that much land might be good to know,” Winona shrugged. “Maybe I can convince them to donate to a cause that actually matters.”

But now that she was listening to them drivel on, Winona regretted giving these men her time. “So, it’s really just a hotel?” she asked, clocking the disappointment in their eager eyes as soon as she said it. Guilt rose in her chest, but she pushed it down. She saw how badly they wanted her to be their president, and that made her angry. Because she knew their enthusiasm was based on something they would never dare say out loud. They wanted her because of her heritage.

Winona was of indigenous descent, her family proud members of the Kootenai tribe. Having her as their president was like having a human Band-Aid to justify the fact that none of their slideshows or pamphlets acknowledged who their land had belonged to in the first place, an apology for the optics of a bunch of rich white men buying up a giant chunk of stolen land. Her parents still lived on the Flathead Indian Reservation in Montana, five hours northeast of their precious project. Winona had left the reservation many years before, but she loved it deeply and visited as often as she could. It would always be home, where she was from, the beating heart that powered everything she had done since. Her first volunteer job had been at their reservation’s museum, aptly named “The People’s Center,” and she could trace a line from her time handing out pamphlets in that lobby all the way to her office at the Red Cross.

“You’re not wrong. It is a hotel,” the quietest of the men finally replied, the one from the phone call. “But that’s just the part that funds the more exciting stuff like the wildlife research and conservation efforts.”

“Why don’t you come and see the land?” another asked hopefully.

She agreed, mostly to end the interminable meeting. I can cancel later, she thought to herself as the group discussed dates for the visit. Each man gave her a brusque handshake on their way out, telling her how excited they were to see her in Montana in a few weeks. “Yes,” Winona lied. “I will see you there.”

But life carried on, disasters continued to need her attention, and she never canceled the plans. And she had to admit she was a little curious to at least see the land. So when her assistant handed her the itinerary a week prior to their trip, she decided to think of the nuisance as a free plane ticket home. Which is how she found herself in a van with the same four men, jostling across the most beautiful landscape she had seen in her entire life. She felt so small, like they were ants climbing across the lush hills that rolled into the rock formations, so far away from her home in Washington, D.C., so far away from the world’s problems.

They parked near a river where a handful of folding chairs and a card table were set up underneath a massive tree that offered shade. The grasses brushed against her ankles as she took the seat that faced toward the river, looking straight into the pulsing current.

“Now, isn’t this better than meeting in D.C.!” The men laughed, almost in unison, speaking louder to be heard over the rushing water.

“You’ll see here is where we plan to put the research centers.” They spread a giant map in front of her and began pointing enthusiastically as they explained construction plans, but Winona couldn’t pay attention to a single word they said. There was one thought running through her mind, repeating itself like a calming mantra: What if this was all I had to deal with?

Throughout her fifteen years climbing the ladder at the Red Cross, Winona had come to realize that no matter how senior her title got, she acquired no more wisdom about how to help the world. At each new level she was only met with more responsibility for the innocent people that she could only do so much to help. Tornadoes and wars and earthquakes and hurricanes and fires and floods greeted her every morning at work. They returned home with her. They stayed in her mind all night, until she could fend off the images long enough to fall asleep. She repeated this cycle every day, her years of experience building and building into a near encyclopedic knowledge of the many horrors of the world. Her secretary knew to hold her calls when the shades to her office were drawn, protecting the teary-eyed Winona who sat behind the glass attempting to distract herself from the onslaught of tragedy, wishing she could make some barter with gods she didn’t believe in to hold off hurricanes, end wars, or raise the dead.

She had never married or had kids, preferring to collect friendships and mentees in the office that filled her life with joy. But as the years wore on, she felt like she was letting her colleagues down, their faith in her was no longer a buoy keeping her afloat in the seas of tragedy, but a weight dragging her to the bottom of a pitch-black ocean floor. She still made speeches that came to rousing ends and said things like “You’re changing the world!” to close out meetings, but behind the confidant facade was a woman counting the minutes until she could go back to her office and draw the shades.

What if this was all I had to deal with? The question echoed again as she leaned back in her folding chair and looked up at the open sky above her, wondering if this was what selfishness felt like. Instead of taking care of the world, she could just be responsible for this one place. Maybe there was another life for her, here among the trees and grasses and bugs and dirt.

“Does it have a name?” she asked absentmindedly, her gaze still tracing the clouds.

“The Amarant Hotel and Wildlife Refuge,” one of the men jumped with the answer, thrilled to have been asked. “It’s a Milton reference. Immortal Amarant. A flower that only grew in paradise.” This made her pause. She almost told him about amaranth, a plant with only one extra letter that was more often referred to by its common name: pigweed. She almost said it aloud, “The Pigweed Hotel.” But instead of insulting them, she took a breath, and felt how the air filled her lungs. What if this was all I had to deal with? she thought.

Thirteen years later, she still loved that feeling, the first deep breath of chilly refuge air in the morning. And she loved the refuge too. That part happened slowly. A sunset seen from her porch. An unexpected run-in with the bighorn sheep. A door opening into the staff gathering. Mallory waving to her from across the room. These little moments collected somewhere in her soul, until one morning, she woke up, and she loved it all.



Go say goodbye. The unspoken command echoed as she watched Johnny amble down the stairs from her porch toward the stoic little girl, her gaze turned toward the sky as her stringy legs swung back and forth on the bench. And suddenly, Winona could not breathe. That should be Milly. The thought struck her in the chest. She lit a new cigarette, its smoke normally a salve numbing her from the inside out, but instead the fumes twisted around her lungs, like a thick leather belt being pulled tighter and tighter.

Winona did not normally allow herself to dwell on how much she missed Milly. It felt wrong, in some way, to miss a child so fiercely that was not hers. But sometimes, late at night, when she struggled to fall asleep, she thought about the first time she met the perfect little girl, the way her inquisitive stare traced her surroundings before landing on Winona. “So, what exactly is a wildlife refuge?” she asked, the first question of thousands she would pose in that signature skeptical tone during their too-short time together.

Milly had gotten her inquisitiveness from her mother. But where Milly’s questions were aimed at the world, Mallory’s were aimed at you. So many staff gatherings ended with Mallory locked in a one-on-one conversation, the lucky recipient of her attention for the evening being drawn out like an anchor from the sea. Sometimes a pang of jealousy hit when Winona would watch one of these heart-to-hearts, her self-esteem screaming, See, you weren’t so special. But then Mallory would catch her eye and wave her over, making room for her to join them in the booth, and as Winona slid in next to her she would decide that she did not need to be special, as long as she could be there.

It took exactly one and a half glasses of red wine, normally Pinot Noir, for Mallory to allow the attention to be turned toward her. “Can I get you another?” Winona would offer coolly, a question of her own tucked away. Then, rather than flipping the subject back to her fortunate conversation partner for the night, Mallory would take a long sip from her glass and muse on an answer, twisting her dark hair around her fingers while biting her bottom lip.

That trick is how Winona learned that Mallory grew up in Philadelphia but chose Montana State for college because it felt like the farthest she could get away from the chaos of the city—and the chaos of her family. It’s how Winona learned that she had met Johnny at a party on campus, where he shyly asked for her number. It’s how she learned that Milly had been a happy accident that brought them together, forcing a rushed marriage. And it’s how she learned, one night when the staff gathering stretched into the early morning, that Mallory hated living on the refuge. She had whispered the confession across a high-top, rattling off her criticisms about how it was too remote, too insular, too dusty.

“Mostly, I’m worried about Milly,” Mallory admitted, her voice low. “I don’t want her growing up so isolated from the rest of the world.”

Winona nodded along, trying to be a good conversationalist, trying to hide that her heart was breaking.

“We need to convince Johnny to go somewhere else,” Mallory continued, sipping from the second glass of wine Winona had given her. “Milly deserves a bigger life than this.”

Johnny was leaning against the bar on the other side of the room, deep in conversation with another ranger. When he noticed that Mallory was watching him, he smiled.

“Look out for him, okay? He’ll need someone to talk to after I tell him.”

Don’t leave, Winona thought. Don’t leave me.

“Of course I will,” she said instead. “I promise.”

Mallory never had the chance to leave. But Winona kept her promise. The accident was only a few weeks later, almost exactly two years ago. She sometimes wondered what would have happened if she had not been the one sitting with Johnny when he got the call. If she had not been the one to hold his shaking body, to force back her own tears as his massive frame trembled against hers. If she had not insisted on going to the scene with him to confirm what they already knew. Yes, something froze in her that day that she knew would never thaw. But she also knew she could swallow the coldness, hide it from Johnny, preserve any remaining warmth he had left. She made Mallory a promise, and she was determined to keep it.

But looking out on the courtyard that night, watching Johnny smile at this strange little girl, the coldness was spreading. That should be Milly, her brain screamed at her. She tried to steady herself on the railing. Johnny built this railing, she remembered. When Mallory and Milly were still alive. The coldness rose in her throat like bile, and Winona stumbled inside. She sat on the kitchen floor and tried to banish the memories, pressing her back against the cool refrigerator. She tried to think about her parents, about the baby bison she’d seen that morning, about the first snowfall of the year dusting the refuge. Nothing distracted her. When there was a knock on her door, she wanted to ignore it, but instead she pulled herself up, splashed cold water on her face, and dragged herself to the porch. She found Johnny at the door, the little girl standing silently behind him like a shadow, or maybe a ghost.

“The cops were here, but they just left …” He explained things slowly and steadily, his signature calm giving the words an air of sanity even though none of it truly made sense. She made him repeat himself, and still did not understand. It did not make sense that the little girl had lied and the cops had believed her. It did not make sense that Johnny had gone along with it and let the policeman leave. It did not make sense that Milly and Mallory were not here. She let Johnny finish, but did not respond, and instead turned her attention down to the little girl.

“You have to tell us where home is,” she pleaded with the girl, who didn’t respond. She tried again. “Why did you come here?”

“Is Mallory here?” Maeve whispered in response. Johnny stiffened.

“What?” Winona whispered.

“My mom told me to ask for Mallory.”

“Who is your mom?” Johnny’s hands were shaking.

“Evelyn,” Maeve whispered. “Evelyn Aisling.”

Winona turned toward Johnny, still crouching down, her eyes wide, thinking for a moment. She searched Johnny’s eyes, seeing that he did not seem to recognize the name either.

“How did your mom know Mallory?” she whispered, still in shock.

“I don’t know.” It wasn’t the I don’t know of a defiant child—it was an admission of genuine confusion. Winona’s heart sank. The girl really didn’t know.

“I broke the rules already,” Maeve said quietly.

“What do you mean?” Winona asked.

“My mommy said not to tell anyone our last name.”

“We won’t tell,” Johnny answered, for them both.







CHAPTER
10



IT WAS A small graveyard, a collection of unassuming stones etched with dates from the recent past. The grass around the tombstones was muddy and brown, disturbances in the lawn from repeated digging visible like lumps in a carpet. Ever superstitious, Winona held her breath as they drove past. What a dismal place to spend eternity, she thought as her chest tightened with the pressure. Johnny noticed her cheeks puffed wide and threw her a quizzical look.

“You have got to be kidding,” he said. “That’s little kid stuff.”

Winona widened her eyes, as if to say, shut it, until they’d made it past the chain-link fence that separated the dead from the living.

“That’s not as easy as it used to be.” She gulped a few deep breaths and felt her heart rate begin to settle. “So I’m assuming you’re not superstitious at all?”

“Pffff.” Johnny glanced at her indignantly. “What’s the superstition there anyway?”

“To avoid inhaling any spirits.” She smiled, knowing that sensible Johnny would be irked by her playful delusion.

“So I just puffed on a few ghosts?” he asked. “Gonna be a weird day.”

“It’s already a weird day,” she reminded him.

Their plan was half-baked, hatched over a cup of burnt coffee in Johnny’s cabin that morning. They would follow a crinkled map she had found in Maeve’s backpack, one with a route scratched across the page, their unreliable north star in their search for answers. It was the only clue they had, one of the only things the little girl brought with her. Then they would try to find out if anyone had more information about an Evelyn Aisling. It was not much, but it was a starting point. Just in case the mother was still out there, looking for her daughter.

As they discussed the plan, Winona started to realize how insane it all sounded. She wondered how quickly she could get the police back to the refuge, to place the burden of this child in someone else’s hands. But then she looked at Johnny, and she pictured Mallory’s pleading eyes locked on hers, a flickering tea candle the only witness to their pact. Somehow, she was connected to all this. They could wait, Winona decided, at least until they had more information.

Maeve looked worried when they left her behind with Grace that afternoon, her brown eyes narrowing as she asked Johnny when he would return. He promised it would not be long, giving her an awkward squeeze on the shoulder before climbing into his car and steering it toward the same path the police had taken out of the refuge the night before.

The weather matched their task, a fog hanging low over the road, gray clouds above threatening rain. Winona smoothed the map on the top of the glove compartment, leaning in to study it for the hundredth time, while Johnny turned the volume up on the radio. A song by the Indigo Girls was playing, the band’s buoyant melodies discordant with the uneasy mood of their morning. When the song ended, a loud deejay started to take calls from listeners, and Johnny turned the volume back down.

“Well …” Winona looked out her open window, reading a street sign that read Two Feathers Lane, then turned back down to consult the map. “We’re here.”

There was nothing around them. The mountains rose and fell on their right, and the plains extended out to the horizon on their left, an outline of a barn in the distance the only interruption of the dusty expanse, any hints of civilization left far behind on their drive, not even a tumbleweed to greet them. It felt disappointing, but even more than that, it felt absurd. Winona dissolved into laughter, and this set Johnny off too. They giggled like schoolchildren commanded to stay silent, their attempt at stifled laughter the only noise slicing through the placid rustling of leaves and chirping birds that surrounded them.

“Should we just keep driving?” he asked. Winona wanted to say no, to demand they turn around and return home. But then she thought of Mallory again. If Mallory had told this child’s mother to send her to the refuge …

“What should we do?” Johnny tried again, turning to Winona, waiting for an answer.

“Let’s keep going,” she replied, and he smiled.

The outline of the barn disappeared in their rearview mirror as they kept winding along, the tall swaying grasses their only companion. Another few minutes down the highway a trailhead and a motel confirmed some version of civilization. Johnny pulled over to the side of the road and parked. “Let’s stop?” he asked, pulling the keys out of the ignition.

A blue sign cheerily informed them that they had entered Danes, smaller text below announcing a population of one hundred and sixty-six. The town was unimpressive, merely a strip of outdated buildings resting along a dusty sidewalk that had grass growing out of the cracks between the stones. The river stretched to their right, a collection of mobile homes parked along the bank.

They started with the motel, entering a rundown lobby where a teenage attendant was propped on a stool behind a worn wooden desk. He was using a table lamp to read, any hint of sun from the single window blocked by heavy polyester curtains. When they explained they were looking for Evelyn Aisling, he seemed just as confused as they were. He had never heard of her, he said, and he was quick to usher them back out the door. “I’ll tell her you are looking for her if she checks in!” he yelled as they walked out. Winona sighed at their first defeat. She took Johnny’s arm to steady herself on the bumpy sidewalk, and they made their way down the line toward the next building.

They repeated versions of that conversation with a gas station attendant, a diner employee, and a bartender at a dive bar. Winona could swear she saw the bartender raise an eyebrow at the name, but if the woman knew something, she did not betray it, sending them back out onto the dusty streets with as little information as they had when they first entered.

The last building on the strip was in better shape than the rest, fresh paint coating its clean stucco, and an orange clay roof catching the sunlight breaking through the fog. The building looked out of place, like a Californian mansion that had been plucked out of the ground and dropped in Montana. The lawn surrounding it was bright green, creating a distinct line dividing its plot of land from the surrounding chalky brown grasses.

When they walked inside, Winona had to squint until her eyes adjusted to the harsh fluorescent lighting. They were standing in a small lobby, painted entirely in yellow. A collection of art hung on the farthest wall, displaying a combination of formal paintings and grainy photos in golden frames. The oil paintings depicted religious figures, adorned with halos and draped in robes, who stared regally off into the distance, as if there was something worth watching just beyond their frames.

Winona walked toward an empty welcome desk, two chairs facing it with only a stack of pamphlets to greet them. She picked one up. ARE YOU READY FOR WHAT IS COMING? it screamed in large bold block text.

“Hi there.” A warm voice startled Winona, who dropped the pamphlet. “How are you?” the woman asked, as if she had been expecting them both. She wore light jeans and a floral top, her wispy blonde hair held in place with a sparkly barrette. Winona smoothed her khakis and tucked her hair behind her ears, feeling schlubby in comparison.

“We’re good. Thank you for asking.” Winona shuffled in place and looked back toward Johnny, who was standing along the back wall full of the paintings and photographs, his hulking frame blocking half the display.

“How can I help you?” The woman kept smiling, holding eye contact with Winona.

“We were just wandering through town and saw your beautiful building.” For some reason she couldn’t have explained even to herself, Winona didn’t want to mention Maeve yet. “Sorry for just barging in, we couldn’t help ourselves. If you don’t mind me asking, what is this place?”

“You’re not barging in at all, visitors are always welcome.” The woman smiled tightly. “You’re at the Beacon Hilltop. Have you heard of us?”

“No, I’m sorry,” Winona said. “What do you do?”

“We are a spiritual center and community,” she replied as she bent down to straighten the pamphlets on the desk that Winona had disturbed, stacking them so all the edges aligned perfectly.

“Like a church?” Johnny asked from the back of the room. Winona was grateful that he was jumping into the conversation.

“Kind of like a church.” She nodded encouragingly.

“Do you know an Evelyn Aisling?” Johnny asked.

The woman stared at Johnny for a moment, but if she thought anything of the question, her composed calm wouldn’t betray it.

“Are you two looking for more spiritual guidance in your life?” Her voice got higher with the question.

“Not at the moment,” Winona jumped in. “I’m sorry, that must make us sound awful.”

“No, no, that’s more than okay.” The woman was walking them toward the door, signaling that their visit was over. “Our doors are always open to you if you change your mind.”

At that, the door closed swiftly behind them, leaving them alone on the front landing. Winona’s head was still buzzing from the combination of the yellow and the fluorescent bulbs.

“That was weird,” Johnny stared at her, his brow furrowed.

“We are going back to the bar,” she replied.



Winona was relieved that she did not have to drive home, savoring the comfort of her old-fashioned as Johnny nursed an unsatisfying-looking soda water on the stool next to her. She swirled the ice in her glass, watching how easily the whiskey slid over the cubes. This was Winona’s favorite kind of bar. Sticky counters, uncomfortable stools, and a bartender who was clearly eavesdropping, polishing glasses just a few feet away. Something about the griminess of places like this always appealed to her. It felt especially refreshing now, after coming from the sterile building next door.

Johnny asked the bartender for a lime, breaking their silence.

“So.…” Winona was drawing her finger along the condensation on the side of her glass. “That was something.”

Johnny nodded in agreement, still staring down at his meager drink.

Without realizing it, Winona had finished hers. She rarely had more than one in a single sitting, preferring to keep a clear head. Smoking had always been her preferred vice. But today was different. She raised a finger to get the attention of the bartender, who inched over from the other end of the counter.

“Two questions for you. First, could I have another?” She slid her empty glass across the counter. “Second, what’s the deal with the place next door?”

The bartender was young, or at least young to Winona. Her T-shirt was emblazoned with a band name that Winona didn’t recognize, and she had brightly painted nails, each finger in a different color.

“Look,” the woman started, “this town is full of freaks. I just serve them drinks and take their tips. It’s a no-judgment zone behind this bar.”

“So are the people next door a specific kind of freak?” Winona asked.

“I don’t like talking bad about people. Everybody here knows everybody.”

“We don’t know anybody,” Winona pushed. “And I promise we’re leaving town as soon as I finish that next drink.”

“Oh shit, right. One sec,” she started measuring out the whiskey, adding a second shot before sliding it over. “A splash extra for the wait.”

“Thank you,” Winona took a sip and felt the burn of the heavy pour. “And put another on my tab for you.”

“You’re paying for a double though.” The bartender poured the drink slowly, then savored her first sip.

“So …” Winona restarted the conversation.

“So.” The woman smiled, seemingly enjoying the swapped power dynamic between server and customer. She swirled her drink, the ice clinking together. “What do you wanna know?”

“To start, who are the people next door?”

“How do I describe it …” She paused. “They’re like doomsdayers, you know?”

“They’re what?” Winona asked.

“They think the world is ending or is going to end or that they can predict when it is going to end. They don’t love the word ‘cult,’ but … yeah.” She took a sip of her drink and paused, inviting a reaction.

“That is pretty nutty,” Winona replied, her brain trying to catch up with the information. The blonde woman had seemed odd, sure, but she did not look like a hippie cult member.

“But they’re harmless. They hold meetings. They build their bunkers that they occasionally disappear into, until they reemerge and admit they got the date wrong.” She laughed at this. “But they don’t really bother us.”

At the word bunker Johnny grunted in disbelief, but the woman continued. “And weirdly, they’ve helped business, bringing people to town, and bringing people in here. If the world is ending, why not go out drunk?”

“Earlier,” Winona treaded carefully now, leaning in closer, “I know you weren’t telling the truth when you said you didn’t know Evelyn Aisling. I could tell.”

The bartender frowned. “I told you I don’t like talking about people. It’s a small town.”

“And I promised you we are leaving right after this. It will be like this conversation never happened,” Winona pleaded. The woman walked to the other side of the bar, pretending to be distracted by the need to polish glasses.

“We’re asking because of a kid,” Johnny interrupted, looking up from his drink. “There is a little girl who may or may not be in trouble. We’re trying to get some answers and help her out.” They all stared at each other, waiting to see who would break first.

The woman took another big sip of her drink. “Look, I really gotta get back to my shift,” she said. The near-empty bar exposed her obvious lie, just one couple slowly nursing their second round of beers in the far corner. Digging in her wallet, Winona took out a fifty-dollar bill and placed it next to her glass. The woman looked down at the money and then back up at Winona, before pouring a little more whiskey into her own drink.

“I am only telling you this because of the kid, not the money,” she said as she pulled the bill to the other side of the bar and stuffed it in her pocket. “But I can use the cash.”

“Go on,” Winona held her breath.

“I know Evelyn’s ex,” she whispered over the bar. “He’s a local.” She nodded in the direction of the building next door.

“And?” Winona pushed for more.

“He’s been hanging around the bar a lot these days, talking about how she skipped town, left with his daughter, telling a whole sob story. He’ll tell it to anyone who listens. Then he’ll tell them again once they stop listening.”

“You don’t buy it?”

“He’s never been a chatty guy,” she whispered over the bar. “Feels like he really wants that to be the version of the story everyone is telling. Like he wants people to think that is why we’re never going to see Evelyn Aisling again.”

Winona’s stomach dropped, and she heard Johnny’s sharp intake of breath. She thought about the little girl back on the refuge, all alone.

“Tell me what you think happened.”

“You can think whatever you want. But I think that woman is gone, for good.”

Beside her, Johnny’s knuckles were white, gripping the counter.

“How do you know all this?” Winona asked.

“Like I said, we live in a small fucking place,” the woman replied.

“Has anyone tried to go to the police?” Johnny asked, a look of urgency in his eyes.

“The guy’s uncle is the local chief of police. He’s got the entire department in his pocket. But I’m done talking about this. Forever. Thanks for the drink, though.” She walked to the other end of the bar and pressed a few buttons on the cash register before returning with their receipt, which clearly the fifty-dollar bill would not count toward. Winona took her cue, throwing back the last dregs of her drink and leaving cash on the counter to cover the bill.



“Fuck,” Winona sighed once they were back in the truck.

“Should we call the police?” Johnny’s voice trailed off, remembering they had already talked about why that wouldn’t work. “What do we do? What if he’s looking for Maeve?”

But Winona knew there was no decision to be made. Yes, the choice was complicated. But it was also obvious. She pictured herself standing in front of two different doors. Door one was the choice to contact the police and send the child back, behind it a lifetime of wondering if she had doomed an innocent soul. And door two was keeping Maeve on the refuge, at least until they figured something out, even if that meant inventing a reason she was there or swearing the staff to silence. She didn’t know exactly what it looked like behind that door, but she did know that she would soon find out. The only choice she could make was the one that wouldn’t freeze another corner of her soul.

She closed her eyes, and she was not on the highway anymore, not riding with Johnny in the car back to the refuge. She was sitting in her old office at the Red Cross, helpless, images of disasters filling her mind. Maybe, she thought, opening her eyes and looking over at Johnny in the driver’s seat, I can finally truly help someone.

“Maeve will stay with us on the refuge for now,” Winona said flatly. It wasn’t worth pretending to weigh the options with him, she was too tired for that.

“Oh.” Johnny kept his eyes on the road. “I think that’s the right call.” His posture softened in relief, his fingers loosening their grip on the wheel.

“We can talk to her when we get back. See if she wants to stick around, at least until a more permanent solution presents itself,” Winona offered.

“She has been begging to stay since I met her.” Johnny smiled to himself.

“We can offer her the extra room in my cabin,” she said. “We’ll share custody. You and me, a new odd couple.”

“Ha,” Johnny huffed.

“But Johnny,” Winona was suddenly serious again, “we can’t tell a soul about this. This feels like the right thing to do, even if it isn’t technically the legal thing to do. So Grace, Lenny, anyone else who knows …”

“I know,” Johnny replied. “I’ll talk to them. I’ll make something up if I have to.”

“Good.” She knew this would not be an issue. Her staff would do anything for Johnny, desperate for ways to help him navigate through the roaring sea of his grief.

“What I don’t get …” Johnny looked lost in thought, his shoulders creeping up again. “Why did she ask for Mallory? Why did she come here? How did she know her?”

“I don’t get it either,” Winona sighed, then quickly inhaled when she realized they were passing the graveyard again. She held her breath high in her chest as the stones drifted past her window, and Johnny looked over and laughed. But the moment of levity was interrupted by the question looping in her mind: What happened to Evelyn Aisling?
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EVELYN KNEW EXACTLY where she was, because it smelled like mildew. The rot greeted her every morning, a reminder of what had happened. She took a deep breath and kept her eyes closed, willing the scent to change, to fill her lungs with a new fragrance, maybe of wildflowers or pine trees, something that would tell her that she had woken up somewhere new, somewhere far away from the basement with the locked door at the top of the stairs. She drew the breath in, letting her chest rise as high as it could. It still smelled like mildew. She exhaled.

Opening her eyes, she was met by total darkness. Yes, her eyes were open, she confirmed, but the view was unchanged, the blackout of her world matching the color behind her eyelids. Even though Evelyn could not see her daughter, she could feel the warmth of the little body next to her, the short breaths that rose and fell, the wiry arm reaching around her middle.

“You awake, honey?” she whispered.

“Yes,” the resolute little voice replied. “Good morning, Mommy.”

Evelyn pulled her in, nuzzling her face in her hair, inhaling her smell. She kissed her forehead. “Good morning, Maeve.”

She held on to the smooth metal edge of the bed frame, using it to guide her way through the dark toward the corner, where she brushed her hand against the wall, eventually landing on the light switch.

“Eyes closed?” she asked.

“Yes!” Maeve squeaked.

Evelyn switched the light on and winced in the fluorescent glow, taking in the scene. The harsh lighting shone down on gray concrete floors. Their bed and a reclining chair were the only furniture that broke up all the emptiness of the cavernous and windowless room. Across from the bed was a counter that acted as their kitchen, a microwave framed by a collection of protein powders and canned food items, stacked in a pyramid that Maeve had constructed, each label perfectly centered. The counter was also home to their clock, which told her that it was six thirty in the morning. The date blinking beneath the time made her heart sink. As of today, they had been locked away for five weeks.

In the far corner was their bathroom with a toilet, a sink, and a shower stuffed into a room the size of a closet, hidden behind a wooden door that swung closed but did not lock. It was the only place she could be alone. On particularly hard days, Evelyn would close the door and turn on the shower, letting the sound of the water mask her quiet sobs as she sat on the floor, her face buried in her hands. She would allow herself only a few minutes of this indulgence before getting into the shower, washing the tears away and emerging from the bathroom to greet her daughter with a smile.

She watched Maeve now, who sat upright on their bed with her eyes pressed closed, dangling her legs over the edge with just the tips of her bare feet brushing the floor. A mess of blankets was tangled at the bottom of the mattress, thrown off by one of them in the middle of the night because the heat of spring was beginning to seep through the ground into their subterranean walls.

Maeve opened her eyes, finally adjusted to the glare, and Evelyn watched her gaze search the room until she found her in the corner, standing near the light switch. “Hi, Mommy,” she cooed as she spotted her mother, flashing a big, and genuine, smile. Evelyn’s chest twisted in pain.

How much longer? The question tortured her every day. How much longer?



Evelyn and Layton had met at the bar. She was not old enough to be there, only freshly seventeen. But despite her youth, she never had trouble getting served. Most of her drinks were paid for by older men who looked Evelyn up and down while asking what she wanted. She would flirt with them in thanks before finding a reason to sneak off and find her friends in the back of the bar. But Layton was different. He did not approach her like the other men. He didn’t play with her curls without asking or put his hand on the small of her back, inching lower and lower until she swatted him away. No, he kept his distance.

It was packed at the bar that night, locals stumbling through the watering hole, gathering at the only spot in miles to have a drink and wash away the week. One group of men in their seventies had been drinking the same brand of beer at the same time in the same corner for decades. Evelyn and her friends from school were the newest additions. They felt the eyes that came with their status as the latest group of pretty teenagers to sneak their way in.

She was sitting in a corner booth listening to her friends chatter when she spotted him leaning over a high-top, sipping on a beer, his wispy blond hair just long enough to be tucked behind his ears. She must have been staring because he looked over and returned the gaze. As she locked in on his bright blue eyes, a single thought ran through her mind: That’s him. She held the look, and so did he. But after a few seconds he broke first, smiling with his mouth closed, like he was holding in a laugh, before turning back to his group. That’s him.

Of course, their town was small enough that it only took a few questions to figure out who he was. Her friends confirmed that yes, he was the Peregrine boy, the only child of the family that owned the local lumberyard. The handsome one who moved to California a few years ago, but now, apparently, was back home. For the rest of the night, she tried to lure him over, but no matter how loudly she laughed or how frequently she glanced in his direction, he stayed away. Finally, after all of her friends had trickled home, off to feign sobriety for their parents, Evelyn took a long sip of her drink, letting the sting of the whiskey inspire out-of-character confidence. She marched up to him.

“So I have to know something,” she started, staring into his icy blue eyes again. “What is so great about this table?”

“What?” he responded, his voice smooth and confident. He looked amused.

“It’s just that I’ve been trying to get your attention all night, but it seems like this table is just too good to leave.” She put her drink down next to his. “And so I had to come see it for myself.”

“What’s your name?” he asked, a grin spreading.

“I’m Evelyn Aisling.” She stuck out her hand.

“Layton Peregrine.” He returned the shake.

That’s him.



Evelyn confessed her real age a month after they met, earning just a sly grin in response to the admission that she was only seventeen compared to his twenty-three. She thought her parents might balk when they heard the age difference, but, like everything else she did, they did not care.

It was no secret in her house that her parents had not wanted to have a child. Her father often spoke dreamily of the life he had planned, the one where he and her mother were blissful nomads, driving their RV from campsite to campsite. But then Evelyn was born, and they were pinned down, forced to live close to his mother who offered to help with childcare while they worked to pay for their unexpected burden. Instead of traveling the country, her father would sip cheap whiskey at their creaky kitchen table, looking out at the trailer parked in their muddy excuse for a yard. Her mother just sat in front of the TV, offering an occasional grunt when Evelyn tried to engage her in conversation.

But in the summers, Evelyn went to her grandma’s house in the afternoons while her parents worked—her mother as a waitress at the local diner, her father as the occasional handyman and constant bar regular.

“You’re here!” Her gran would beam when she arrived, sweeping her up into a bear hug. “What should we do today, my little one?” It did not matter to Evelyn how they spent their time. She loved watching her gran quilt, helping her unpack the groceries, even cleaning the floors of the timeworn ranch house.

Every morning, little Evelyn would count down the hours, then minutes, staring at the clock as her parents bickered about who would be tasked with driving her that day. She dreaded weekends, the unbearably long stretch locked away in her room, listening to her parents fight about money through their paper-thin walls. How much longer, Evelyn would think, picturing herself walking through the door of her grandma’s house.

“I have a question,” Evelyn said one day as she played Go Fish with her grandmother at her kitchen table.

“Ask away,” her gran said.

“Do you like spending time with me because you’re lonely? Because Pop-Pop died?”

“I love spending time with you because you’re you,” her grandma replied quickly, stroking her cheek across the table. “You’re my special girl.”

Little Evelyn pulled her cards up to her face, hiding her massive smile.

Three years later, as Evelyn watched her grandma’s casket get lowered into the ground, she wondered if she had lost the only person in the world who would ever feel that way about her. The only person who would smile when she walked into a room, who would see her not as a burden, but as someone special. And for years, that was true. Her parents ignored her, except for the occasional reminder that she would need to strike out on her own once she turned eighteen. They were finally going to stop renting, they told her, and cobble together enough money to hit the open road. Sure, she had friends, who let her tag along with their plans. But sometimes she wondered if they merely tolerated her sliding into their lunch table, and that if one day she sat somewhere new, they might all sigh with relief. On some weekends, she borrowed her father’s truck and drove by her grandma’s old house, the only place that reminded her of what it felt like to belong, to be wanted.

Until she met Layton.

They would stay up until the early morning talking about life, dreaming up ways to get out of Danes, to make themselves better, to change the world, all as they cuddled in the back of his pickup truck, looking up at the stars as they melted into dawn.

“I’ve never met anyone like you,” she would tell him.

“I love you,” he would reply. “You’re special.”

He knew the word made her giddy. Special. And the more he said it, the more she started to believe him. If someone like Layton—older, ambitious, adult—could love her, then maybe her life would be okay. She often dreamed of telling her gran about him, cozying up to her side and revealing that someone else loved her, someone else was taking care of her.

Layton’s ambition was a rarity in Danes. Locals scoffed at his aspirations, his clear desire for more than the life he had grown up living. Evelyn found it appealing. She liked when they talked about the ways he would make his fortune, and how they would spend it. They debated vacationing in Paris versus London, spending hours discussing the pros and cons of their make-believe trip. He was always very interested in money—he loved guessing people’s salaries, calculating figures out loud, then marveling at the imaginary sum he’d created. By Evelyn’s standards, he had plenty of money for himself. He worked for his family’s lumber business, which was successful enough to put a roof over his head. But he always wanted more. His desire for greatness burned brighter than anyone she had ever known, and she decided that she wanted to use that light to guide her own adventurous life. Or at the very least, to get her out of this town. And he took care of her.

When friends asked about her dating life, she would be evasive and vague, telling them that she was not interested in any of the boys their age, avoiding the judgments about Layton’s intensity that always followed when she admitted the truth. Eventually, her friends stopped asking altogether. Layton thought those friends were a bad influence on her, and said she shouldn’t be upset that they were drifting apart. He said they were too distracted by booze and boys, that they would never amount to anything serious. And she was busy anyway, he told her, between school and dating him, who had time for silly nights out?

They moved in together the summer after she graduated from high school. Layton had dropped off a key copy the morning after she admitted to him that her parents were going to be kicking her out. That was the same summer that she noticed she had no friends. It was a Saturday night, and he had called her from the bar’s pay phone, slurring that he needed her to come drive him home. She walked the thirty minutes from his house and was waiting for him on the bench across from the bar, not in the mood to push through the drunken crowds to find him.

When she saw the girls from school stumbling out of the front door, giggling to each other, she waved. Something in her wanted to run over, to link arms, to ask what they were laughing about. That should be me, she realized. But only one of the girls saw her, and she returned the wave with a pained look on her face before quickly looking away. When Layton emerged another half hour later, he was too drunk to notice that she had been crying.



When not with Layton or at school, Evelyn spent her time painting. It was a hobby she had picked up from watching her grandma, time happily slipping away as Evelyn sat next to her in the sunroom, watching as she dipped her palette knife in the pigments, manipulating the colors until she got exactly the shade she was looking for. After she died, Evelyn’s parents tried to throw out all her painting supplies, seeing the collection of empty canvases, well-tended brushes, and pristine palette knives as just more trash they were tasked with clearing out before the new tenants moved in. Evelyn had rescued the box, begging her parents to let her use the coat closet for storage. They agreed, so long as she promised it all went with her when she moved out after high school, reminding her again of their plans.

Evelyn could spend hours painting. The objects she painted lost focus the longer she worked on them, reduced to shadows and lights that she diligently recreated. Only when she set her brush down and stepped away would she remember that she had been painting a tree or an apple, not merely a collection of light and dark.

Her favorite painting was one she had done of a valley at sunset. She used a reference from a photography book in the school library, Scenes of Montana, published by a local artist. Hours passed as she studied the way the light highlighted the golden hues of the rocks and dipped shadows into its crevices. She gifted the painting to Layton for their year anniversary, and he hugged her tight after he unwrapped the frame. They placed it above his mantle together, and then sat for another half hour as he pointed to all the parts of her work that he loved.

Evelyn often reminded herself of that afternoon whenever she thought about leaving him. It was the antidote to the other memory, the night soon after they moved in together. Evelyn was exhausted from her new job stocking shelves at the grocery store, something she had picked up after graduation until she saved enough money for community college. Her feet throbbed and her arms ached, the physical reminders that would not let her forget the job she hated.

Layton was already a little bit drunk when she arrived home that night. He was sitting on the couch with a six-pack of beer, framed between two dying plants, Evelyn’s attempt to add decor when she moved in. She kissed him hello and went straight into the bedroom to change out of her embarrassing grocery uniform. He followed her into the room.

“How was your day?” she asked tentatively.

“Shitty,” he replied, taking off his shirt and throwing it on the end of the bed.

“What happened?” She went to the bed and folded the T-shirt, placing it on top of his dresser.

“Why’d you do that?” He turned toward her.

“Do what?” she asked.

“Fold my T-shirt.” He knocked it onto the ground. “Like you’re my mom.”

She froze, confused by his anger. “I was just trying to help.”

“Well, I don’t need your help.”

“Okay, I’ll leave it there.” She gestured to the shirt on the ground, but noticed something when she looked down. Next to the shirt, stuffed halfway under the bed, was a sweater, a pink cardigan with shiny buttons running down the front. And it was not hers.

Layton watched her notice the sweater, a blank expression on his face. As she knelt down to pick it up, she thought about just folding it and putting it in a drawer. She could pretend it was hers and move on. All she wanted was to get some sleep. But she couldn’t.

“What’s this?” She spun toward him.

“Dunno.” He shrugged and ran his fingers through his hair. “I mean it’s yours, right?”

“It’s definitely not mine,” she said.

“Let’s just go to bed,” he said, feigning calm. “I don’t know whose that is.”

“No.” She was starting to cry.

The anger came fast, like it had been waiting just beneath the calm, ready to switch on. He glared at her, and his piercing eyes looked almost unrecognizable, transformed by the rage. He grabbed her by the wrists and pulled her close to him, the smell of beer on his breath.

“Are you calling me a cheater?” His pupils were dilated, his wild eyes just inches from her face. He wants to hit me, she realized. She steeled herself for a fist, but it didn’t come. He fell to the ground, more surprised than Evelyn about what had almost happened. He started apologizing immediately, holding her from behind as his body rocked with heavy sobs.

“I’m sorry, baby, I’m so, so sorry.” He petted her hair as he whimpered. “I promise I’ll be better.” And he kept his promise, for the most part.







CHAPTER
12



A SUDDEN WAVE OF nausea came over Evelyn as she was stacking cans in aisle five one afternoon, queasiness rising as she lined them up neatly on the shelves like her boss demanded. All the labels blurred, the line of cans tilting and swaying in her vision, a suddenly demonic collection of kidney beans. She ran to the bathroom and held her own hair behind her head as she vomited, mostly green bile collecting in the bowl.

After a few minutes, she left the stall and washed her hands as if nothing had happened. She splashed cold water on her face, trying not to catch sight of herself in the mirror as she did so, knowing how her reflection in the staff bathroom always depressed her. She did not recognize the woman in her twenties in khakis and an apron, her frizzy hair tamed into a bun, her skin pallid under the fluorescent lights. But today, as she rinsed her mouth and smoothed her apron, she looked at herself, taking in the woman who stood before her. She’s pregnant, Evelyn thought with surprise, with conviction. Her skin was less pale, her cheeks were flushed, her figure more prominent despite the boxiness of the polo.

She marched toward the health and toiletries aisle with excitement, her hands shaking as she plucked the test off the shelf and stuffed it into her apron’s pocket, not needing to attract the eyes of her nosy coworkers. Sitting on the same toilet she had heaved into just minutes earlier, a tear of joy ran down her face and landed on the plus sign in the test’s result panel. Maybe this will change everything, she thought.

For the next few weeks, time at the grocery store passed more quickly as she mused on baby names, picturing herself holding a little boy or little girl, not sure which image she preferred. She spent the nights working on new paintings, pale pinks and baby blues working their way into her palette more than they ever had before. And Layton was working later than normal, some job at the lumberyard keeping him there until long after Evelyn had climbed into bed, which meant she need not feel guilty about keeping the news to herself, about holding tight to the secret growing inside of her.

She did not want to tell Layton, because she knew he did not want kids. He would not be happy about this news. “I want to be able to travel, to work hard, to not be worried about taking care of some baby,” he’d told her years ago when Evelyn asked hopefully if he ever thought about becoming a father, down the line. She always planned to tell him tomorrow or maybe the day after that, but the words got stuck in her throat every time she went to form them. Her fear silenced her, standing guard between her and the truth. She could not bear to give a child the life she had—a reluctant parent, a burdened father. So instead of facing that reality, she would hold on to the fantasy for a little longer. She wished her gran was here, to celebrate with her, to tell her what to do.

The only person she told was her friend Mallory from work. They had first bonded unloading boxes in the cereal aisle, which they both agreed was the best product to be assigned. Lightweight, easy to unload, leaving plenty of time to gossip about the teen cashier who always tried to hit on them. From that day on, they aligned their shifts, the grocery aisles the brightly colored backdrop for their chatter. They talked about everything. Well, except for Layton. Evelyn knew that Mallory didn’t like him. She had once told her about a fight they had, explaining her exhaustion as they made their way through the freezer aisle, how she had been up late waiting for him to settle down. Mallory’s face had twisted, her brow furrowed, a pained look that would reappear every time Evelyn mentioned his name from that day on.

“Are you sure he’s kind enough to you?” Mallory asked bluntly in the dairy aisle a few weeks after the secret positive pregnancy test, which Evelyn still had not told anyone about.

“All couples fight,” she defended him. “It’s not a big deal. He loves me. He takes care of me.”

“Right,” Mallory replied. They went back to unloading yogurts.

“Hey, can I tell you something?” Evelyn wasn’t sure why this felt like the moment to tell her about the baby. Later, she wondered if she was defending Layton. If she wanted Mallory to know this was the father of her children. Or maybe, she wanted her to understand how deep into it Evelyn was. “I’m pregnant.”

“Oh, my gosh!” Mallory exclaimed, knocking over the yogurts with her waving hands as she leapt over for a hug. She grabbed Evelyn by the shoulders and got serious for a second. “Wait, this is exciting, right?”

“Yes,” Evelyn let herself get teary-eyed. She let herself enjoy the feeling of confiding in a friend. The feeling of excitement about the baby, about the future. Maybe Layton will be this happy too, she let herself hope.

“What did Layton say?”

“He’s excited.” Evelyn lied. She would tell him tonight. She had to.

When she got home, she found him in the bedroom, changing out of his work clothes.

“How was your day?” she asked tentatively.

“Good,” he replied cheerily. “Huge order came in. I’ll probably have to work late the next few weeks, but it’ll be worth the payday.”

He was in a good mood. This was her chance.

“I wasn’t feeling well today at work, and Mallory was telling me about her pregnancy nausea,” she started. “And it kind of sounded like how I felt—”

“What?” Layton interrupted, panic in his eyes. “Please no, you can’t be serious.”

Evelyn’s heart sank. She knew he felt this way. But hearing it again, hearing it now, felt different. I bet my dad said the same thing before I came along, she thought. She had expected to push through the pain, to tell him anyway, to hope that he might come around to the idea. But she was frozen. She had not expected the thought that came next: Leave. She put her hand to her stomach, sending a subliminal message. I won’t let you grow up like I did, she told the baby, taking a deep breath. I won’t let you have a parent who doesn’t want you here.

“No,” Evelyn lied, going numb. “Sorry. I took a test and it was negative. It was just a funny moment of panic I wanted to tell you about.” She pretended to laugh.

“Oh, good.” His shoulders fell. “You scared me. You shouldn’t have said it like that, that’s not funny.”

She drifted through the next week, the reality of what had to happen settling in. When she arrived home late from work one night and saw that he was drinking, felt his anger in the air, she knew a fight was coming. But as he yelled, she felt peace wash over her. Resolve. In the past, she would have sat down next to him once he was done. She would have rubbed his back and told him it was okay. She pitied him, even in his anger. Sometimes because of it. But now she had a child to think about.

She doesn’t remember exactly how she left. She only remembers being in the motel room afterward, as if she had been transported from one life into another. She brought nothing with her, taking only her handbag and the clothes that she was wearing. The only thing she longed for were her paintings, the pieces of herself scattered throughout that stifling house that she would not get back.

He did not try to follow her. Somehow, she knew that he wouldn’t. She knew he would be too proud to knock on the door, to beg her to come back, to give her the control to say yes or no. And he knew that she was the one who needed him, the one more likely to crawl back. But she would not. She rubbed her stomach, picturing the tiny growing bean.



The sun was shining when Maeve was born, a bright May morning. Evelyn had gone into labor at almost exactly midnight, as if Maeve had decided this would be the day and she would not waste a minute of her life stuck inside. Evelyn was alone at the hospital. She assumed Layton had heard about her news, that some acquaintance had seen her swelling belly at the grocery store and mentioned it to him. But if he did know, he had not reached out. Confirmation of his feelings. Confirmation of her choice.

Her parents didn’t even feign excitement when she called them, catching them in the middle of their drive to a lake in Pennsylvania. They sent her a congratulations card with three twenty-dollar bills inside, delivered to the grocery store, not bothering to ask for her new address, now that she had moved to a tiny studio apartment outside of town that shared a bathroom with the other units in the hall. She thought about asking Mallory to come to the hospital, but she could never work up the courage to form the words, to admit out loud that Mallory was the closest thing to family she had. So on that May morning, it was just nurses holding her hand and encouraging her to breathe.

Evelyn wept when the doctor placed Maeve into her arms. “I love you, my baby girl,” she whispered into the squirming bundle. Maeve was wrinkly and still a bit slimy, unabashed in her wailing as she howled about the journey into the world. But she was beautiful, and Evelyn had never been so happy in her entire life. “I love you, my Maeve.” She held her tiny fingers, marveling at how miniature her fingernails were.

“That’s a beautiful name.” The doctor smiled.

“It was my grandmother’s name,” Evelyn replied.






Ava


Present Day







CHAPTER
13



AVA LOOKED DOWN at the police report she had printed, rereading the text, as if it might have changed. “Seven-year-old girl found abandoned,” the words screamed from the page. It made no sense. Her mother had grown up on the Amarant. Johnny and Mallory’s second daughter. Milly’s sister. She had always known that. Or, she realized suddenly, that was what she had always been told. She stuffed the paper in her pocket.

Ava stared at her cabin from the parking lot, gathering the energy to leave the car, to see her mother. The blooms of the flower boxes looked so cheery, so inviting. So incongruous with how Ava felt about going home. She thought about what she wanted to ask once she got inside. It wasn’t a question, she realized, but a demand. “Explain this,” she would say as she handed her the printout of the police report. That would not be too hard, she decided.

It was the questions that came after that scared her more, the sparks that were born from its flint. The harder questions, like: Why didn’t you tell me? Why didn’t Grandpa tell me? Why did you lie? But she knew her mother, she knew how quickly her defensiveness rose like a towering wave. So, for now, she would start simply. Explain this.

She climbed the creaking stairs slowly, the wood groaning beneath her weight like a chorus of wary onlookers. When she pushed open the door, she was met by a familiar scene, but not the one she was expecting. Her mother sat nestled into the corner of the couch, and her grandfather stood crouched over the fire, using the bellows to tend to the dwindling flames. The paper suddenly felt soft in Ava’s clammy hands.

“Hi, honey,” Maeve called from the couch.

“The dang fire won’t stay lit.” Johnny didn’t look up, continuing to stoke the flames.

“I need to talk to you. To both of you, I guess,” Ava tried to put on her most serious tone. This got their attention.

“Explain this.” She passed the paper to her mother, who looked at it, puzzled. Johnny peered over her shoulder, and Ava could swear she saw his shoulders tensing. But he said nothing, staring at Maeve, waiting for her to reply. Ava stared too, only the crackling fire filling the awkward silence. But then, surprisingly, Maeve laughed.

“Oh, my goodness, do you remember this?” She continued before Johnny could answer. “A new security guard saw me wandering the Amarant alone and didn’t believe me when I said I lived here. He called it in before I could find someone to vouch for me—he couldn’t believe there was a free-range child hanging out among the bighorns. You know what that’s like, right, honey?”

Ava felt stupid. Yes, she knew what it was like to be a child at the refuge, the stares from confused tourists surprised to see a child traipsing through the hills like it was her own backyard, unaware that, well, it was her backyard. But then she looked at Johnny. She thought she saw a flicker of confusion across his face, then he dropped all expression. Outside, the crickets suddenly went quiet, an evolutionary adaptation to hide from perceived threats. The silence outside, and the silence from Johnny, was more jarring than any loud noise would have been.

Her mother crumpled the paper in her hands, walking it to the kitchen trash. But Ava did not need the page, the words still circling in her mind. Approx. seven-year-old girl found abandoned on the grounds of the Amarant Hotel. Goes by “Maeve.” Please contact Danes police with any information.



To city dwellers, the screaming would have been terrifying. A high pitched wail all night long, like someone crying for help, and no one responds. But everyone in the staff cabins had gotten used to the noise, knowing that a fox had built a den in the roots of a nearby oak. Its call sounded like a woman screaming, high-pitched guttural frantic cries that, for the fox, were simply mundane. Ava could not sleep anyway, so she did not mind the company in the middle of the night, the shrieking a fitting soundtrack for her insomnia. Ava’s waking thoughts slid into nightmares about a young girl wandering the refuge. In her dream, Ava searched frantically for the lost girl, walking along the fenced perimeter for hours and hours until her feet bled, only to find the little girl’s limp body near the front gate, where she had died of thirst. Ava woke up, sweating, an hour earlier than normal, and gave up on going back to sleep. She tiptoed out of her room, hoping not to wake her mother, heading straight to the coffee machine, where she was surprised to find a note already waiting for her. “Headed to daycare early, Claire out again today. Meet me there? Fresh-ish coffee in pot! Love you!” her mother’s scrawl announced.

Ava wondered if her mother could tell that she had been avoiding her, unable to look her in the eye—but also unable to muster the courage to ask if she had lied. While Ava suffered, slinking in and out of her room, her mother had been in a confusingly good mood. The wine had not been restocked all week. It’s not worth ruining a good stretch, Ava had decided. Maybe a shift at the daycare is a good idea, she realized. A place where she could act like things were normal, where Ava would be too busy to demand answers. She changed into a shirt that she would not mind subjecting to sticky toddler hands.

“Hi, hon!” Maeve beamed up from the polka dot carpet, where two toddlers were tugging on her sweater. “Thanks for helping.”

Ava normally loved seeing her mother in the daycare, watching how the children coaxed her out of her shell, how they made her laugh. The bright room had become a safe space, where she could tell herself that everything was okay. But today, the explosion of primary colors felt suffocating. The two children screeched as they pulled and pulled on her mother’s arms, and Ava backed up toward the door, steadying herself along the wall, feeling like she might pass out.

“I actually just came to tell you that I can’t help today,” Ava announced. “My first tour is … soon.” Maeve stood to give her a hug goodbye, but Ava was already out the door, the sounds of the children ringing in her ears. She paced around the lobby, feeling manic, before pulling out her walkie. She needed something to do until her tour started, something to keep her mind busy.

“Sam? Meet me on channel seven.” The sound of static vibrated as she twisted the dial.

“Hiiii there,” he drew out the hello, a playful tone that sounded strange coming through the radio.

“When is your lunch break?” she asked.

“In ten.”

“Perfect. Meet me outside the restaurant.”

He walked out of the door a few minutes later holding leftover bagged lunches in either hand, smiling as he tossed them on the dashboard and settled in the passenger seat next to her.

“Where are we headed?” he asked.

Ava smiled but didn’t respond. The drive up to the lookout was steep, their heads bumping against the seat backs as they climbed higher and higher.

“So did you talk to your mom? About the thing we found on Google?” Sam asked as they drove.

“Yeah.” She was still embarrassed he had seen her so rattled. “It was just a misunderstanding. Sorry I seemed so freaked by it.” It was too much to explain that she suspected they might be lying, to risk him realizing her entire family was even weirder than he knew.

When they finally reached the top, the car eased back onto level ground with a bounce. They stepped out of the Jeep.

“Do you trust me?” she asked.

“I think,” he said. “Less so when you ask that.”

“I promise it’s worth it for the view.”

“Yeah, it’s amazing,” he replied.

“No, not yet.”

“Unless we’re climbing these trees, I don’t see how it’s getting better,” he countered.

“Well, it does. If you just trust me.” She liked this feeling, being in control, telling him what to do. She walked toward the edge of the cliff, climbing over a few boulders then turning back as she approached the rim. “You coming?”

“Are you murdering me? Pushing me off this mountain?” he teased, but scrambled over the rocks to her side.

“I’ll give you a hint. We aren’t going up,” she replied. As they reached the edge, the refuge spilled out beneath them.

“Ah, we’re going down,” he was smiling now, noticing the craggy downward path that led to a rock formation jutting out over the canyon below.

Once they settled, Sam sat cross-legged while Ava stretched out, letting her feet rest just inches away from where the rock ended. Far in the distance in front of them, a herd of bison was grazing, but from this height they looked small and toyish, like plastic figurines that would populate a child’s imagined world. They ambled across the sagebrush, leaving their sunny patch behind. Near the horizon, one of the Amarant’s geysers was starting to bubble. It was “playing,” a term they used to describe when the boiling water began to splash, signaling that an eruption might be coming soon. Some geysers played for only minutes, while others could take hours, or even days, before the spattering grew into an eruption. She had seen tourists spend entire days parked in front of this geyser, willing it to explode for them.

“Look!” Sam shouted excitedly, pointing to the geyser, which was starting to steam. Ava was about to crush his spirit, to tell him that geysers could produce steam for days before eruption, when suddenly the water shot up toward the sky. The two of them squealed like kids in the daycare as the spray grew higher and higher, like a hand reaching out from the earth toward the clouds.

“Can’t see this in the suburbs,” Ava said with a smile.



Ava checked herself in the rearview mirror, smoothing her hair down and double-checking that she didn’t have anything stuck in her teeth. She was surprised to be so nervous. She had tagged along on countless tours in her life, but today was different—it was her first time as lead ranger. She had been given the tour family’s information the day before: a couple and their two kids, ages seven and eleven, from California. An asterisk next to their names on the document informed her that they were considered one of their VIP groups, but she was so distracted by everything going on that she forgot to search their names on the internet and learn what brand of wealth had earned them the honor. She was just happy that there would be kids on her first tour, because she knew what it was like to explore the refuge as a little one. She needed to borrow a bit of their wonder today.

All tours picked up from the Visitor Center, a building adjacent to the restaurant that was often booked for private gatherings. Years ago, Johnny told her, the events had been ranger talks and PowerPoint presentations given by conservationists. Now it hosted mostly wine tastings, movie nights, or, most recently, meditative sound baths. Ava and her mother had joined in on a sound bath once, curious about the flyers at the concierge desk that promised “supreme relaxation.” But as soon as their supposed guru, a thin twentysomething wearing lululemon, started making vibrations by running her hands along the glass bowls, their stifled laughter began, an unwelcome addition to the soundscape they were meant to be bathing in. The tourists glared as they ran out of the space.

Ava groaned when she pulled up to the Visitor Center and spotted the wall of khaki leaning against the door: Johnny in his matching uniform, holding a thermos, sweat marks already forming at his shoulders. He climbed into her passenger seat without a word.

“What are you doing?” she demanded.

“Lead ranger accompanies every new guide on their first two tours. You know this,” he sipped from his thermos, enjoying her irritation.

“I thought that was a fake rule that didn’t apply to me,” she said.

“Very real rule,” he replied, buckling his seatbelt, still grinning.

Despite her protestation, a part of Ava was happy that he was there. He softened her. It felt more natural to be in the Jeep with him, like they were both exactly where they belonged. “Just remember that I’m the guide, okay? Even if you see the world’s most exciting moss, you hush.”

“Moss is one of the most underappreciated cornerstones of our ecosystem.”

“This is the last time you are allowed to say the word moss, I swear.” She was ready to get out in the plains, to let the refuge pull her far away from her mother. She reached down and touched the underside of the driver’s seat, feeling for the hole in the fabric she had made when she was twelve and tried to scratch her name into the leather, vandalism that she had never told Johnny about.

When the tourists pushed through the heavy glass doors, Ava got out and waved enthusiastically, just like Johnny had taught her. The mother was neatly dressed in a pair of pristine linen pants, her husband in what the staffers called the “rich dad uniform”—a Patagonia fleece, Ray-Bans, and jeans that looked like they might have been ironed. The kids were adorable, two girls in bright pink outfits, matching down to their light-up sneakers, which flashed as they bounced around their parents. The older sister frantically scribbled in a notebook, using a pen with a pink feather on the end. Her younger sister had some kind of oatmeal spilled on her shirt.

“Hi, everybody!” Ava started, shifting her energy into tour guide mode. She could save her moodiness for when she was off the clock. “I’m Ava, and this is Johnny. We will be your guides today.”

“But she is in charge,” Johnny interjected from the passenger seat.

She bent down to meet the kids on their level. “Are you guys excited to see some animals?”

“Yes!” they both screamed in unison.

“It is all they have been talking about for weeks,” the mother picked up her younger daughter and placed her on the bench in the Jeep. “Isn’t that right, girls?”

“Yes!” they screamed again in unison, which made the parents laugh.

Ava felt grateful that this was her first group. The mother and father were soft-spoken, asking questions that were insightful enough. The father had a fancy-looking camera, but, unlike most tourists with expensive gear, it seemed that he actually knew how to use it, occasionally switching out the zoom lenses and commenting on the quality of the light.

The girls were all enthusiasm. They were delighted by every blade of grass, and even listened when Ava told them they had to speak quietly when they saw an animal or they could scare it away. When they pulled up to a herd of grazing pronghorns, the girls were squirming out of their seats with excitement, silently mouthing “Oh my god” to each other over and over again, careful not to startle the animals. Even an hour and a half in, they had not lost any steam, the oldest still scribbling away in her notebook while the youngest looked on. Ava decided it was time to pull off for lunch while spirits were high. She glanced down at her clipboard to remind herself what package they had ordered. “Luxury picnic lunch” was printed next to their names, and she recognized the hospitality manager Stephanie’s precise handwriting.

They had driven on a steady incline, rolling hills spilling out in front of them. She spotted a flat patch of grass that looked big enough for them to set up, shaded by a grove of aspen trees swaying behind them. The girls leapt out of the Jeep after she parked, poking around the trunk of a nearby tree, their matching miniature Nikes blinking as they sank into the mud. The parents politely asked if they could help set up the lunch, but when Ava declined they took a seat on a nearby rock to look through their photos.

Ava grabbed a cooler from the trunk, which the kitchen staff had packed earlier that morning with prosciutto sandwiches, pasta salad, and an impressive dessert tray. She set it down and rifled through the rest of her car’s clutter, sifting through a collection of sweatshirts until she found the red and white checkered blanket. “Catch!” she tossed it to Johnny, who missed and had to bend down slowly, groaning to himself, to pick up the bundle and dust off the dirt. He flapped the blanket in the air twice before laying it down, setting the backdrop for her to start organizing the food into an Instagram worthy display. The guides had been given a lesson last month about how to create more opportunities for Instagram pictures, which could translate into free marketing for the Amarant. Ava spent the entire meeting giggling as she watched Johnny fume in the corner, shaking his head every time their marketing lead said the word “influencer.” She was trying to remember how they were supposed to arrange the sandwiches when she felt a tug on the back of her pant leg.

“We found a puppy!” the younger sister whispered as she jumped up and down, then darted off behind the nearby wall of bright yellow aspen trees before Ava could stop her. Probably chasing some poor scared marmot, she thought, whose home had unwillingly become their lunch destination. “Wait, come back!” Ava called out. The parents started to get up, but Ava stopped them. “I got it, don’t worry. You just relax,” she said to them.

She pushed through the branches, and Ava could see the older sister crouching down to get a better look at a mass of fur on the ground. It took Ava a few seconds to piece together what she was looking at. Her brain first thought it was a rabbit, then thought for a second that maybe it was a puppy, until she landed on the reality. A bear cub, no older than a few weeks, staring at the girls in front of her. Behind the cub Ava spotted some kind of bloodied animal carcass, maybe a fox, who had met an unfortunate end. It was rare for bears to be in this area, but even the smell of that single unlucky fox was more than enough to attract them. Bears had a sense of smell over two thousand times better than any human, something she often noted during tours.

“Girls, come here right now, stand behind me,” she said firmly, as she fumbled on her belt for her bear spray, her hands shaking as she pulled it out. Where there was a baby bear, there was a mother nearby, one who would not be happy to find their progeny threatened by humans, no matter how adorable. The girls were not paying attention to Ava, the oldest now reaching out toward fur that Ava noted with a sinking heart was a deep speckled brown. A grizzly.

“Come here. Right. Now,” Ava said through gritted teeth.

“Can we play with her? She is so cute,” the girl asked with wide eyes. “We’re not so hungry for lunch anyway.”

“Absolutely not; we cannot disturb the animals. Stay very quiet and come with me.” Ava reached out to grasp the arm of the youngest. “Mama bear won’t be happy to see us here.”

“No!” the little girl screamed and yanked her arm out of Ava’s grip, running further into the woods, disappearing into the brush. Ava started to scramble after her, but she still had to keep an eye on the older girl behind her.

“Hey, Johnny?” Ava tried to keep her voice low and calm as she called for him.

The older girl seemed to understand that this was no joking matter, her eyes getting wider as she stumbled backward past Ava.

“No running!” Ava turned to whisper-scream to her, but the girl was already clawing past the branches back toward her parents.

“Where did you go?” Ava spun back and whispered into the woods, scanning for the pink shirt of the youngest. “Please, you have to come back here right now.” The cub seemed unconcerned by all this commotion, rolling in the dirt and pawing at the air.

She knew Johnny was there before he said anything, sensing his deep breaths next to her.

“Stay quiet,” he said in a low tone. “I’ll go in for her. Keep looking out and take this.” He pressed the rifle into her hands.

Ava clicked off the safety of the rifle and pointed the barrel down with shaking hands, the instinct of her ranger training taking over. Johnny crept past the cub and ducked under a branch, careful to take quiet, deliberate steps. He only made it a few feet before a flash of pink ran out from behind a nearby tree trunk. The younger sister looked at Ava, looked at the rifle, and started crying.

“It’s okay,” Johnny said cheerfully, picking her up by the armpits and rested her on his hip. “But we need to go back to your parents.” He moved back toward the clearing.

The drive back to the lodge wasn’t as bad as Ava thought it might be. The parents did not seem to understand the degree of danger their children had been in, or why they had left lunch behind to eat at the restaurant instead. They would probably tell their friends back home a fun anecdote about how their daughters found a baby bear in the woods. The oldest daughter was distracted by her notebook, smiling as she wrote something in a large scrawl. But it was the youngest daughter who Ava watched in the rearview mirror. The girl was staring at something, her eyes wide and unblinking. Ava followed her eyeline to the rifle that was slung over Johnny’s right shoulder.



The rest of the week, Ava felt captive to her daydreams, like she was chained down watching a movie screen flit through the same few seconds of film on repeat: a blank Google page; the words Police Report Archives; the bear cub on its back pawing at the air; the little girl’s eyes in the rearview mirror. The crackle of her walkie interrupted the montage. She was on the rocking chair on the front porch, the afternoon sun beating down.

“Is Ava on?” the walkie asked, and it took Ava only a second to place the voice. Sam. She fumbled to unclip the radio from her belt.

“I’m here,” she said, pressing the side button. “Meet me on channel seven?”

“Copy.” Sam used the official walkie language, which made her smile. She turned the top knob on her walkie over to the number seven and waited a few moments.

“Anyone here?” she said.

“Hi there,” he had a more casual tone now.

She placed her palm over the front speaker, feeling the way the sound created vibrations against her skin. His voice, now muffled, spoke again. “I’m out doing some rounds and could use company. Meet by the river?”

“Copy.” She was grateful for the distraction. “Meet you near the big red cedar in about fifteen.”

The drive from the staff cabins to the cedar was always bumpy, the Jeep pitching over small rock piles and crunching over the divots of dried mud puddles. Once you pulled out of the forested area, you would find yourself right on the bank of the river. It turns out you had been driving parallel to the river for about a mile, but the sound of the car brushing against the leaves of the forest was enough to mask the flow right beyond the trees. Even though Ava had driven that trail hundreds of times, she always felt that moment of surprise when she emerged and was met by the rushing stream.

Today there was a new view to surprise her—the silhouette of Sam in the distance, leaning against a tree stump near the river’s edge, draped in the shade of a giant red cedar that arched above him. She had chosen a spot where the river ran gently, its charging force slowing to a babble for a few meandering meters. When she got closer, she could see that he was tossing pebbles into the stream.

“Take a seat.” He smiled up at her and scooted over, making room next to him. “Or, I guess, a stump.” She sat down, leaving a few inches of space between them.

“I love this spot.” Sam turned his focus toward the water. “I could listen to the river all day.” He closed his eyes, as if blocking out other senses would amplify its babble.

“Me too. But my favorite part is how it’s not really the sound of the river.”

“What do you mean?” he asked, his eyes still closed.

“Yeah, I guess that made no sense,” Ava tried to explain. “I mean it’s actually the sound of the rocks and pebbles.”

“I still don’t get it,” he admitted, opening his eyes. “The ranger is gonna have to spell it out for this lowly security guard.”

“This isn’t a scientific ranger thing. This is an Ava thing.” She looked out at the rippling water in front of them. “Think about it. If the riverbed was perfect, like totally smooth, it would sound different. Like water rushing through a hollow pipe. Right?”

“I’m following …”

“But the gurgle of the water, how it sounds when it’s lapping against itself, that’s from the rocks, the pebbles, the mud. The hundreds of thousands of tiny diversions that change the flow of the water. What you’re actually hearing is the sound of the disturbances and redirections, not the river itself. Kind of like each pebble adds a note to its song.”

“Damn.”

“It sounds stupid when I say it out loud.” Stop being such a nerd, she scolded herself.

“No, I like it. That’s beautiful. Seriously.”

“Well”—Ava picked up a handful of pebbles from the dirt next to them—“Shall we do some composing?”

They took turns tossing the stones, although Ava kept missing, her pebbles settling a few feet from the riverbank, which made them both laugh.

“That was so deep,” he said as a pebble he threw easily plinked into the water. “Maybe you should be a writer or like a poet or something.”

“I’m a ranger, remember?”

“I know, but eventually.”

“Don’t you need to go to college to be a writer?”

“You could go to college if you wanted.” Sam was playing with the stones in his hand as he spoke.

“I literally don’t think I’ve taken a test in five years. Kind of trailed off on my homeschooling once I decided to become a ranger,” she admitted. “What about you? Do you think you’ll go to college?”

“Yeah, I applied,” he said confidently. “I took this job to help pay tuition.”

“That’s amazing,” Ava said. “Seriously.”

“It’ll be amazing when I get in, and then double amazing if I graduate from somewhere. Anyone can apply, it’s not amazing yet.”

“No, it’s amazing. I definitely couldn’t apply.”

“Oh, come on, you so could.”

“You’ve never seen what qualified as ‘homeschooling’ lessons here.”

“None of that matters. You are the smartest person I know. You could read one book about the SATs and probably ace it. Plus, the applications are all about the essay anyway.”

“What do you mean?”

“You have to write a personal essay, which apparently is the most important part.”

“What are you writing about?”

“I wrote something about my sisters. But now I’m wondering if I should’ve written about this place. About my time here.”

Ava gave him a quizzical look.

“About the Amarant, about the refuge—what it means to me to work here. Growing up nearby, then learning more about it.”

“And that could get you into college?” she asked.

“It’s literally all just about creating an engaging story. That’s what our school’s college counselor said anyway. Writing something that tells them about your life or where you’re from or who you are.”

“What if you don’t really know where you’re actually from?” she asked.

“Well, that is the beginning of a great essay right there.” He raised his eyebrows. “It could be like a mystery, solving where your family came from.”

“You’re kidding …” She threw him a skeptical look.

“I am totally serious! Most kids our age have lived the same boring lives. You would blow us all out of the water.”

The possibilities bubbled inside her. Maybe I could go to college. She picked a pebble from his palm, pulled her arm back and tossed it into the river. Maybe I could understand my mother. This pebble made it, sailing along the current, swept toward a destination somewhere downstream.

“Finally! Nice throw!” Sam turned toward her, playfully shaking her shoulders.

The grip of his hands made her panic. Her mind and body felt like two separate people, each pulling her in a different direction. One wanted her to touch him, to hold him, to put her body as close as she possibly could. The other wanted to run away, to get in the Jeep, to stop the burning in her cheeks and reclaim her ability to breathe. Then something started vibrating. For a second, Ava thought there was an earthquake or a mudslide. She was not used to cell phone vibrations.

“Look who it is!” Sam beamed as he slid the phone open, revealing Kelly on a video call. “And look who I’m with!” He turned the camera toward Ava, who could now see her horrified look reflected back at her in a small box in the corner of the screen. She forced a smile.

“Ava, hey!” Kelly looked annoyingly beautiful, her long straight hair draped down on her shoulder in a perfect braid that would’ve taken Ava hours. “Thank goodness Sam has someone to keep him company out there.”

Sam turned the camera back on himself. “Hey, what’d you write your college essay about?”

Ava threw a pebble toward the river, but it fell short.
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LOOKING AT THE courtyard in front of her, Ava could trace most of her life up until this point, echoes of her childhood tucked into every corner. She pictured herself as a young girl poking at bugs and drawing pictures in the dirt, and she was jealous of how happy that simple life had made that naive little explorer. For her eighteen previous years, Ava knew what her life would look like. She could see the beginning, middle, and end of it happily spent roaming the refuge. Everything she loved was inside their fences. Why do I feel the drive to go beyond them now? she asked herself. She was surprised by her conversation with Sam, by the fact that college was appealing to her. But none of it mattered, because leaving felt impossible. She knew it would destroy her mother. What she didn’t know was why.

A door across the courtyard opened, and she watched Johnny shuffle out onto his back porch and settle into his Adirondack chair, nursing his morning coffee. “Hey,” she called out, her voice filling the courtyard, startling him. He hadn’t noticed she was there. “Can I come over?”

The cabin looked just like theirs, shabby and small, yet perfectly comfortable. Even the cracked leather couch in his living room had once been part of a set, its partner now living four cabins down with Ava and Maeve. But Johnny’s house was distinctive for one reason: the photos. His obsession with framing pictures was evident in every corner, smiles of staff members who’d moved off the refuge haunting the room, like friendly ghosts reminding you of their existence. His three favorite photos were upgraded to the mantle above the fireplace: one of Milly sitting in the courtyard, another of Mallory in the back of his Jeep, and the last of their family—Johnny, Ava, and Maeve—squeezed between the blooming flower boxes, wrapped in a cheesy group hug. Ava settled onto the well-worn couch and Johnny handed her a cup of bitter coffee. The familiar smell of books and dust bunnies and freshly chopped wood in his cabin made her feel safe. He sank into his faded leather recliner, swallowed in its cushy depth.

“What’s up?” He knew Ava too well and could tell she was in a strange mood.

“Can I ask you something without you getting mad?”

“When have you seen me mad?” he countered.

Ava took a deep breath. “You guys were lying, weren’t you? About the police report I found.”

Johnny leaned forward out of his chair when he heard this, cupping his coffee with both hands, staring into the mug.

“Yeah.” He was still looking down. “She was. We were.”

“Why?”

“I assumed you would ask one day,” Johnny sighed, shaking his head. “But I guess I just always hoped your mom would explain things to you first. Or explain them to me, for that matter.”

Ava blinked, confused. Whatever she expected, this wasn’t it. “What does that mean?”

“I took your mom in.”

“She’s not your daughter?”

“Not biologically, no.”

All the air left her lungs, the admission twisting in her chest. “What? How?” she asked, breathless. “So you’re not technically my grandfather?” She thought about all their similarities, the connections they shared that she always assumed sprung from their genetic code.

He shook his head. “Her mom was a friend of Mallory’s, and I took her in after she died.”

“Why lie about that?”

“It sounds so simple now.” Johnny looked like he might cry, his head bowed beneath his shoulders. “But it wasn’t. It isn’t. The adoption wasn’t exactly, well, legal. We didn’t want anyone to know.”

“But people did, didn’t they? Lenny? Grace?”

“Yes.”

“So everyone in this place has been lying to me for the past eighteen years.”

“It wasn’t some conspiratorial decision.” Johnny looked hurt. “We didn’t want word to get out, in case people started asking questions, started looking for her. I think people knew that she needed to be here. And probably that I needed her too.” He took a breath. “We all closed ranks. And as the years went by, the lie started to feel like the truth. Eventually most of the staffers who knew left, and, well, it just got easier to act like the story we were telling wasn’t pretend.”

“Who are her real parents?”

“Her biological parents,” he corrected her. “I only know part of the story. Or I think I know part of the story. But it’s not my story to share.”

“Seriously?”

“She’s your mother, she makes the rules on this. Plus, I don’t know enough.” He took a deep breath. “I only know the answers I needed way back when, the things I needed to know to make the decisions we needed to make.”

“That is so vague.” Ava was tired of the riddles adults spun around her. But it was hard for her to be angry at him, his gentleness always diffusing her moods. “Can I ask you something else?”

“There’s more?”

“When was the last time my mom left the refuge?”

The question hung between them.

“Ava …” Johnny looked down.

“When was it?” she asked again, forcefully.

“We went to visit Winona at the hospital,” he said quietly. “Right before she died.”

“But …” Ava suddenly felt nauseous. “That was so long ago.”

“Yes.” He let the reality settle.

“How long?”

Johnny sighed. “About sixteen years.”

“How come I didn’t realize?” Ava didn’t know why she was crying, embarrassed as she tried wiping away the hot tears that were spilling down her cheeks.

“I thought you knew.” Johnny tried to pull her up into a hug, but she pushed him away. “She doesn’t hide the fact that she never leaves.”

“No.” Ava steadied herself on the couch. “Not that.”

“Then what?”

“How come I didn’t realize how weird that was?” The tears came stronger now, and he pulled her back in. This time, she let him, using his shirt to absorb her heavy sobs.

“I’m sorry we lied to you,” he whispered.

“I’m mad at you,” she admitted, but didn’t pull away.

“You’re allowed to be.”

Ava looked at him. “Are you going to tell her I asked?”

“Do you want me to?”

“No,” she decided.

“Okay.” Johnny sounded relieved. They untangled and sat in silence for a few minutes, watching the fire burning. Johnny checked his watch. “I’m so sorry to do this, but I have to go to this biodiversity meeting. Want to join?”

“You can’t be serious?” Ava gestured to her tearstained cheeks.

“Biodiversity always calms me down,” he joked. “But fine. Feel free to stay, I haven’t dropped off the groceries at your mom’s yet so all the good stuff is here.”

He left quickly, probably grateful for an out of the conversation, leaving Ava alone with her shock. She rechecked her watch twice, disoriented by the afternoon sunlight burning through the windows. It felt like hours had passed, maybe even days. Her entire life, Johnny had had the answers. About plants, about animals, about people. As a child Ava marveled at his ability to know, but as she got older, she resented it. When she scribbled a curiosity in her notebook, she forced herself to spend at least two days seeking her own explanation before slinking back to him. And the answer was always there, waiting in his cabin, if she was just desperate enough to ask. And she had been desperate today. But somehow, for the first time in her life, she now had more questions.

The longer she sat, the angrier she got. Her mother didn’t respect her enough to tell her the truth. How many times had Ava asked questions, encouraged her to talk, pleaded with her to tell her what was wrong? And every time, her mother just turned it around and made her feel guilty for asking. What had Ava done wrong? Her mother was the one who denied her own history, and as collateral damage, Ava had been denied the world beyond these fences. She’d been fed nightmares about the horrors of the world outside and happily drunk in the inherited fear, ending up friendless, just an animal at the zoo, sharing a cage with her mother. She had spent so many years of her life trying to protect her mother, trying to hold off the guilt and shame that washed over her every time she saw her cry, every time she mentioned the outside, every time she watched her disappear. But now, that guilt had curdled. What do I have to feel guilty about? Ava wondered.

She wanted to find evidence, photos, clippings, anything that could tell her more about what they had been hiding from her. She pulled down a dusty photo album from the wobbly bookcase, which Ava and Johnny had built together during last winter’s slow season. She was met only by familiar images: pictures of Milly and Mallory white water rafting, her mom horseback riding as a teenager, Johnny and Grace proudly showing off a burnt Thanksgiving turkey. All photos Ava had seen countless times. She couldn’t believe she’d never noticed that her mother wasn’t in any of the photos with Milly. The truth was in front of her the whole time, a flimsy story papered over with happy Polaroids.

She moved her investigation into Johnny’s spare room—Milly’s room, as he still called it, all these years later. As a kid, Ava loved that room, spending hours flipping through Milly’s books and hugging her stuffed animals. But once Ava got older, she started to understand the sadness of the empty bed, the dusty books, and the unworn clothes. She had always avoided the room, upset to think about the aunt she would never meet. She’s not technically my aunt, Ava realized now as she pushed the door open, met by stacks of cardboard boxes with Milly’s items half-heartedly packed up, an attempt by Johnny to prove that he wasn’t holding on to the past. He fooled no one. One of Milly’s stuffed animals sat on the windowsill, a white fluffy cat staring at her, its polyester fur baked dark brown in spots thanks to its years of sitting undisturbed in the sun. A stack of books was propped on the desk next to a cup of blue-capped pens. The bed was made. The room felt like a preserved archaeological site.

She went into the closet, searching for a box she knew she had seen. Behind hanging coats and a few empty suitcases Johnny would never need, she found the white plastic bin labeled with Johnny’s recognizable scrawl, a single word visible beneath a layer of dust: “Maeve.” She pulled it out, kneeling down on the floor and removing the lid. But rather than any photo albums, which she’d hoped to find, the bin held only one item: a bright pink backpack with three ribbons tied around the top handle, woven together into a fraying braid. It was so girly, so unlike the mother she knew. She placed the backpack on her lap, running her fingers over the straps, which were pulled as tight as they could be. She tried to imagine her mother as a little girl small enough to fit her arms through them, but couldn’t. The zipper pulled open easily, like it had been waiting years for someone to ask it to perform once more.

Ava pulled out a book first. It was a children’s chapter book with yellowing pages and a well-worn cover showing four children hand in hand, sneaking through the woods. The Boxcar Children Mysteries, the title read. Ava flipped through the pages, half expecting to find Milly’s blue notes in the margins. But instead, the only writing was on the very first page, “Property of Patrick Peregrine,” scratched above the title, and then right below, screaming out in bright red ink, Ava recognized a juvenile version of her mother’s cursive. “And his sister Maeve!” she had written with overly exaggerated curls and swoops.

A brother. Ava read the page ten times, tracing her mother’s handwriting, as if the grooves could prove they were real. “Peregrine,” Ava whispered to herself, and it felt like the name got stuck in her throat.

With urgency, Ava pulled out the second item, a wrinkled piece of paper. It looked like it was some kind of advertisement, maybe ripped from a bulletin board or a telephone pole. She smoothed the paper out on the floorboards in front of her, her efforts no match for the creases that had been setting in for decades. But still, she recognized what she was looking at immediately. She knew what it was, because it was the Amarant.

A photo showed a tour group standing at the tallest accessible peak of their biggest mountain, the best lookout that peered down on the valley. Everyone in the group was smiling wide, some with their arms draped around each other, others throwing their hands in the air. Beneath the photo, a retro nineties font asked “Are you ready for an adventure?” then answered itself, “Spend your next vacation at the Amarant Hotel and Wildlife Refuge!” Bullet points underneath listed reasons the refuge made a perfect destination for the whole family. A picture of a bighorn sheep was at the end, a large male with massive horns staring at the camera while he grazed. The peak in the picture was one of Johnny’s favorite spots, and Ava wondered if he had been the one to take the photo. She pictured him counting down, forcing them all to say “cheese.”

Flipping the page over, the same font asked Ava another question: “How do you get here?” There was a map printed beneath, thin black etches and lines detailing the streets of the surrounding area, a big star smack in the middle where the refuge started. Ava traced the lines of the streets. At the top right corner, her finger landed on writing. Someone had drawn an arrow pointing off the edge of the paper, then scribbled in small precise block text a single word, written in red ink, underlined three times: “Us.”

The plural made her dizzy. Not “me,” not “you,” but “us.” A companion who had been lost somewhere along the way.

“Who are you, Maeve Peregrine?” Ava whispered to no one but the dust collecting in the room.







CHAPTER
15



THE STAFF GATHERING was well underway by the time Ava pushed open the wooden double doors and found herself standing in the middle of the tippled gathering. She spotted her mother in the corner of the room, sitting on a sofa, locked in animated conversation with Ali from the culinary team. It looked like they were laughing loudly, but the noise was overpowered by the hum of conversation in the room. Her mother used one hand to grip Ali’s shoulder, the other to hold a glass of white wine that sloshed back and forth each time she laughed. In the past, the scene would have made Ava happy. Ali was one of her favorites of her mother’s friends, and entering the booth next to them was a guaranteed night full of laughter and harmless gossip. But tonight, the happy milieu was unsettling, her mother’s smile just making her angry. Who are you, Maeve Peregrine? she wanted to scream.

She chose to make her way to the bar instead. “Vodka soda, strong. Thanks,” she pressed her shoulders back, trying to look older. The bartender, the same new guy from the night she and her mother drank prosecco, raised an eyebrow. It looked like he might ask for identification or flat-out refuse her, but instead he chuckled to himself and grabbed a clean glass. The first sip stung. Ava could feel the drink traveling down her throat, spreading its buzz almost immediately. She hated it in a way, but she also liked how the pain made her feel more adult, more in control. She spun away from the bar, unintentionally landing on a view of her mother commanding a group of revelers with a story that involved lots of hand gestures.

She could have slipped into the circle with her mother, who would take a step to the side and put her arm around her shoulder, drawing her into the group all without pausing her story. And part of her wanted to do just that, to sidle up against her and watch the way she charmed a crowd with anecdotes about silly things the kids at the childcare center had said this week or ways Johnny had embarrassed her growing up. But when she looked at her mother now, she saw a stranger. Not only someone she didn’t know, but someone who wouldn’t let herself be known. Ava took a sip from her drink, the burn subsiding quicker this time, and slipped out the wooden door she had walked in only a few minutes earlier. The hallway was empty, the muffled noise from the party filling the liminal space with a comforting thrum. She already felt the drink bubbling inside of her, her head getting lighter, but she took another sip, considering where to go next. Sam was working the overnight shift, stuck patrolling the grounds, drawing tire circles around the perimeter of the refuge while his colleagues got drunker and drunker at the restaurant in the center.

Lenny walked by her and nodded as he headed toward the parking lot, not one for attending the bar night. “Good night!” she called out a little too loudly, receiving a grunt of acknowledgement from him in return. Walking down the hallway, she brushed her hand across the wall so she could feel the grooves and curves of the reclaimed wood that lined the corridor. When she arrived at the security office, a sense of relief washed over her. It was the perfect destination for the evening, the one room in the entire refuge that she could guarantee that she would never see her mother. She had never been more grateful to be the only exception to Lenny’s rules barring staff members from his office.

Settling into the office chair she placed her drink on the desk and spun in a circle, accidentally hitting the computer mouse. The screen lit up to reveal a blank Google page someone had left up, the cursor beating in the search bar, whatever question they had sought answers to left unasked. Ava thought back to her afternoon with Sam, the Google search and the police report, a pang of resentment ringing through her, the familiar feeling of guilt rising in her chest. But this time, instead of pushing it down, Ava breathed into it.

The cursor demanded her attention, blinking with temptation. She took a swig of her drink, then typed three words: Maeve Peregrine Montana. Eyes fixed on the page, her hunger for answers outweighed her fear of the unknown and her racing thoughts calmed to a single resolute demand. Do it. She hit Enter, then took another long sip from her drink as she waited for the page to load, the words waiting patiently in the search bar.

As the computer whirred, Ava suddenly felt stupid, as if the mugshots making up the corkboard of “Lenny’s Most Wanted” were pointing their steely glares toward her with judgment. She normally used the internet to research new bugs and spiders she found on the refuge. There would be no Britannica Encyclopedia article titled “Maeve Peregrine.” But still, once the page loaded, she scrolled. The results read like bad word associations, Google assembling a patchwork of websites that mentioned a woman named Maeve. It wasn’t until she scrolled back to the top of the page that the yellow highlighted box offering sponsored content caught her eye, asking her a question.

“Are you looking for a Maeve Peregrine?” The algorithm’s ability to auto-populate specifics freaked her out. “Join Ancestry.com to search billions of records and make a family tree.” She clicked almost reflexively, and suddenly she was creating a free account.

The website asked a few simple questions—her name, birthplace, and birthday—promising it was only a few more clicks before she would see her very own family tree. She entered her mother’s information with a sense of urgency, accidently typing Maeve Hayward before changing the last name to Peregrine. When it asked for her father’s information, Ava had to search for the grayed-out “Skip” option underneath the text box. She clicked a button that said “Create my family tree,” ordering the internet to solve her problems.

While the page was loading, a video sped by with cartoonish lines tracing a fictional family lineage back an entire century. Ava pictured her family tree as a single line connecting her name to her mother. She laughed when the page loaded and that was exactly what she was presented with, their two names floating in the vastness of the empty webpage. Ava Hayward and Maeve Peregrine, tethered together in an empty sprawling sea.

But within seconds of presenting the disappointing results, a pop-up asked her a question: “Another user added Maeve Peregrine from Montana born 1985 to their family tree,” it informed her. “Would you like to import their information?” Ava’s heart pounded as she clicked Yes, her hope renewed. A graph appeared instantaneously, her name now dropped right at the bottom of a fully formed family tree, with branches stretching back into history. She traced up from her name, passing her mother’s text box, landing on a couple: Evelyn Aisling and Layton Peregrine. Ava was overwhelmed by the number of boxes that branched off in every direction—second wives, cousins, children, great-aunts. The graph went back generations, but red outlines warned that the information was less certain the farther into history it stretched.

It seemed impossible that the boxes were real people, let alone family members. In seconds, the internet had told her more about her ancestry than she had learned in a lifetime from her mother. She pictured a kitchen table, like the round one they had in their cabin, new relatives filling the empty chairs, laughing at Maeve and Ava’s stories from their years on the refuge. She saw her grandfather skeptical at first, then warming to their charms. She reread the names of the most recent generation. Her grandfather Layton had another child with a woman named Elizabeth: Patrick Peregrine. The name from the book, Ava realized. And Patrick had a son too, Cody. Evelyn, Layton, Elizabeth, Patrick, and Cody. The mystery of who these people were burned as brightly as the domestic mirage, leaving Ava with an insatiable longing, one burning question: Why?

She studied the tree again. This group of text boxes was her family, in some unfamiliar definition of the word. Why had her mother kept all of this from her? Each name was underlined as a link, inviting an inquiry for more information. She clicked on “Maeve Aisling Peregrine” and was met by an image of a gray question mark and a text box underneath asking: “Do you have more information about Maeve?” Only kind of, Ava thought. But next to the name was a star, which she hovered her cursor over. “This information was input by @CodyPere” it told her, before continuing on: “Click here to send them a message.”

It felt like a demand, both from the website and her fingers poised on the keyboard. The blank message page sat in front of her. Why? The question echoed again. This @CodyPere, bound to be Cody Peregrine, might know. But Ava could not type the words. She pictured her mother, a glass of wine in hand. She pictured Johnny and the pain on his face as he’d told her the truth. She took one last look at the family tree, then turned off the computer.

As Ava lay in bed that night, she thought about her maybe-grandmother. She pictured the text box reading “Evelyn Aisling” and wondered if that’s all she would ever know of her, an entire human being reduced to a few pixels on a screen.






Evelyn


1989
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ALMOST SEVEN YEARS passed before Evelyn saw Layton again. She thought the smallness of their town would make it impossible to avoid each other, but, strangely, it helped. She knew he bought his groceries at the corner store, not the proper grocery store where she worked. She knew he filled his gas at the station on the way to his work. And she knew, most of all, to avoid the bar. The limited options of places to spend your time in Danes turned out to be her best defense against chance encounters, moments when he might catch sight of Maeve and Evelyn would be forced to face his disappointment. She refused to let Maeve feel like a burden to her father. It was better if he was a stranger, a question mark rather than a heartbreaking answer. Before she left the house she would think about where he was at that hour, where she should not be, then set forth into her parallel universe where he did not exist. He lived in her mind alone, always.

Maeve did not know he existed in any universe, but she did not seem to mind that Evelyn was her only parent. She smiled from the moment her mother scooped her up in the morning until she drifted off at night, sometimes smiling still as she slept, making Evelyn wonder how she got so lucky that this was her kid, this bright sunshine bursting through life’s fog. They still lived in the studio apartment right outside of town, but over the years the blandness of the space had dissolved away, different corners filled in with memories. There was the rickety wooden table where Maeve had said her first real word, “Mama,” and the bedside where she had taken her first step, little moments that added color and nostalgia to the gray box that had felt so empty when Evelyn first moved in while she was pregnant. The walls were no longer bare, filled with a mix of Evelyn’s painting and Maeve’s crayon drawings. Painstakingly painted scenes hung next to scribbled stick figures, no one piece valued over the other.

Evelyn still worked in the grocery store, but after years of stocking shelves and cursing the soup cans, the job did not bother her so much. Mallory had moved away right after Maeve was born, and their phone calls became less and less frequent. Somehow, now, it had been years since they had spoken. Evelyn got a pang of regret every time she thought of her, telling herself that maybe she would call tomorrow. Part of her was embarrassed that she still worked at the store, wondering if Mallory would judge her for never moving on. But thanks to her years of seniority, she was promoted to manager, which meant she could choose her shifts first. Her new flexibility allowed her to take a second job teaching art classes at the local community center, the same place where Maeve took ballet classes, spending one night a week in pink tights and a black leotard bouncing up and down with a look of extreme concentration on her face. Evelyn would always come to pickup early, trying to steal a minute to peek through the window in the door and catch sight of her miniature ballerina bobbing out of sync with the florid classical music.

As she watched through the glass as Maeve wobbled through a pirouette one afternoon, she noticed a flyer pinned to a bulletin board outside of the classroom, a pale blue paper announcing “You may be our next teacher!” A bullet-pointed list said they were looking for people to teach guitar, yoga, and—Evelyn’s heart raced as she read—painting. She stared at the paper, not sure whether to rip one of the tabs off the bottom or to save herself the rejection by never applying. Before she decided, an army of tiny ballerinas stormed out of the door, and Maeve found her mother transfixed by the page. She pulled on her arm, trying to tug her away, ready to leave with the rest of the leotard-clad children marching out toward the parking lot.

“What’s that?” her daughter demanded with her hands on her hips, adorably fed up, as if she was a six-year-old with somewhere very important to be.

“They’re looking for someone to teach art here,” she told her.

“Do it, do it, do it!” Maeve started jumping up and down. Looking into her daughter’s big brown hopeful eyes, Evelyn ripped off a tab.

The two of them spent hours choosing three favorite paintings for the portfolio that would accompany her application, Maeve’s squeaky voice yelling out her favorites from memory as they brainstormed. They ultimately decided it was best to show range. She landed on submitting an elaborate sunset scene, a still life of a fruit display, and a close-up of a bright blue eye, an eye that only Evelyn knew who it belonged to. Despite her complicated feelings about the subject, she had to admit it was one of her best paintings. It was the first piece she did after she left him, spending weeks mixing and layering in hundreds of different shades of blues, attempting to capture their steely depth through oil paints. Maeve loved that painting, telling her mother it looked like the most beautiful eye she had ever seen in her whole life. Evelyn knew that if she ever saw the real thing, its paltry depiction would not come close.

It took two weeks and three interviews with various staff at the community center, but she got the job, tears running down her face as she stood in their apartment replaying the celebratory voice message again and again.

“Isn’t this a happy thing?” Maeve stared at her, worried by the tears.

“It’s a very happy thing,” Evelyn said, scooping Maeve up into her arms and spinning her around, the sound of her little giggles filling the room.



Evelyn taught two weekly classes in the evening, both of which Maeve sat in on, quietly doodling with crayons in the corner while Evelyn worked with her students. Her first class was for beginner adults, a low-stakes course where she taught simple concepts like the color wheel and canvas prep. Her second course was for high schoolers, aspiring artists who wanted to hone their skills outside their school’s limited art programs. She was amazed by the dedication of these students, how they listened when she offered suggestions and worked on their pieces outside of class. Most of them were preparing to apply to art school, and the work they did in her class would likely be submitted for their applications. Evelyn was mostly there as a resource, walking around the room to advise as they worked on individual projects. Sometimes she pictured an eighteen-year-old version of herself standing among the easels, wondering if she might have applied to art school if things had been different.

But her very favorite course to teach was a one-off workshop she held on the first Saturday of every month. She called it “Painting as a Family,” attempting to be more inclusive than the previous teacher’s “Mommy and Me Painting.” Whatever the name, the class was for children and their parents. Every month she had fun coming up with a different project, something that all age levels could work on together. This was Maeve’s favorite class too, because she got to help choose the projects they would work on.

Evelyn was at her happiest in the art room. The walls were covered in paintings, an ever-expanding gallery, because she insisted each work would stay on the wall until someone came to collect it, shutting down any student who insisted that she could just throw their piece out. The wooden tables were coated in paint smears, some small drips, some large swipes, some accidental, some deliberate. Every mark was the evidence of classes before hers, making each table a years-long abstract art project in itself. Yes, she loved the dirty tables and the shiny tiled floor. She loved how the smell of the oil paints mixed with the air through open windows. She loved the little desk in the corner that Maeve commanded, her feet barely touching the ground. It was her safe space, and she loved it all.

Then one Saturday morning in December, minutes before she was meant to start teaching her “Painting as a Family” workshop, her favorite place on the planet was infiltrated by the man who lived as a ghost in her mind. She knew him immediately, something about the way his lanky frame cut through the air. That’s him, she thought, before her brain had time to register everything else: his still-golden hair, his still-chiseled jawline, and lastly, as he turned toward her, his piercing blue eyes. The world stopped, a high-pitched hum drowning out the revelry in the room. He had not been expecting her either, she could tell, his eyes just as wide as hers, two gazes locked in mutual shock.

“Mommy, can I use the fancy paintbrushes today?” Maeve interrupted the moment, her voice squeaking across the room as she waved a pack of brushes in Evelyn’s direction. She watched Layton look down at the source of the voice, then watched the horror magnify, his dumbfounded eyes staring at her little girl, his daughter.

It was only then that she realized he was not alone either. Of course he’s not, she told herself. This is a class for parents and their … She looked down to his side and noticed that both of his hands were occupied, one by a little boy who looked like he was about a year younger than Maeve, the other by a petite blonde woman with a sparkly barrette pinning her hair back. Evelyn had to sit down. She spun toward the back counter, pretending she was organizing palette knives.

“Mommy, did you hear my question about the paintbrushes?” Maeve tugged on her mother’s sleeve, and Evelyn felt like she might throw up.

She would not remember what happened in the next hour. She somehow taught the class, instructing parents to draw the outline of a nature scene and to let their children fill in the rest. She might have explained something about mixing primary colors. She thought that maybe she helped Maeve paint a sunset. The only thing she knew for sure is that those blue eyes stared at Maeve, taking in the slope of her nose, the arch of her eyebrow, and the height of her cheekbones. The parts of himself that marked her.

When the class ended, she forced herself to look at Layton again. He looked older, of course, his hair slightly thinner and the wrinkles around his eyes more pronounced. But he looked good. Actually, she realized, he looked better. He wore a heavy knit sweater with well-tailored khakis and leather shoes. His skin was brighter, less pallid and puffy than the image she kept of him sitting on their gray lumpy couch next to her dying plants. The woman he was with was equally well dressed, a long sweater dress hugging her bony body, highlighting her slimness. Her arm was threaded through Layton’s, her hand resting on top of his, as if to announce her ownership to the room.

Evelyn watched Layton lean down and whisper something to the blonde woman that made her unhook her arm, kiss him on the cheek, and grab the little boy’s hand, leading him out of the room before Evelyn could get a better look. Then Layton turned, her heart pounding in rhythm with each step he took closer to her at the front of the room.

“Well.” He stuck his hands in his pockets and looked down. “This is funny.”

“Yeah …” Evelyn could barely form words. “It is.”

“I’m guessing she’s mine.” He was staring at Maeve, who was doodling with crayons at her corner desk.

“Yes,” Evelyn felt like she might cry.

“Why didn’t you tell me?”

“I don’t know,” she lied.

“I would’ve been happy, you know.”

“You said you didn’t want kids, when we talked about it.” Evelyn steadied herself on the table, suddenly lightheaded.

“I guess I changed.”

“Oh.” It was all she could muster, distracted by her internal monologue. Should she have stayed? Would he have come through, controlled his temper, been a good dad? Did she destroy the chance for her child to have a father, for her to have Layton, all for nothing?

“So how are you?” he asked, filling the silence, finally looking her in the eyes.

“I’m good. Um, I teach art,” she gestured to the room.

“That much I gathered.” He held up the painting he had worked on, an abstract collection of greens and blues, meant to be a river.

“And how are you?”

“I’m really good, actually,” he replied. “I’m finally making something of myself, like we always talked about.”

“And you have a son.”

“And I have a son.”

“What’s his name?”

“Patrick.”

“That’s a nice name.”

“Elizabeth chose it.”

“Elizabeth being the blonde, I assume? Girlfriend?” she asked, feigning nonchalance.

“My wife,” he replied with sangfroid.

The news hit her harder than she expected. She was the one who rejected him, who walked out. And someone else walked in. Someone made him a father, and he was happy about it.

“Congratulations,” she mustered.

“Thanks,” he replied. “This is odd, right? But I’m glad I ran into you.”

“Yeah?”

“We should have a proper catch-up. Here …” He pulled out his wallet and handed her a card. “Call me at my office, we can set something up.”

“Okay.” Evelyn was dumbstruck.

“And by the way, you look great.” He stuck his hands in his pocket and walked out before she could reply. She could not help but smile, reminded of how it felt to see herself through Layton’s eyes. She looked at the card in her hand, running her thumb along its thick edges. LAYTON PEREGRINE, it read. FINANCE MANAGER AT THE BEACON HILLTOP. His office phone number was listed below.

“Who was that?” Maeve’s voice piped up from across the room.

“An old friend of Mommy’s,” she replied, still staring at the door he had just walked out of, the door that had brought him back into her life.

She replayed their meeting over and over, his voice whispering to her throughout the day. It played while she stocked shelves, while she turned on the lights in the art room, while she tucked Maeve into bed at night. It played while she sat at their table that afternoon, sipping tea, killing time before she picked Maeve up from school. She felt for the card in her pocket, the one she had kept with her throughout the last week, the one she fumbled to feel its edges every so often to make sure that it was still there. She brushed her fingers against the flat front of the card, feeling the slightly raised edges of the ink that spelled out his name. Taking a deep breath, she resigned herself to the decision that had already been made. She was going to call. This was a new Layton. A family man. A father. And she needed to know this new man, to see if all their dreaming of greatness was finally coming true. And to see if maybe, Maeve could have two parents in the world who wanted her.



They first met at a coffee shop a few towns over, the closest café to Danes. Evelyn wore a brown turtleneck and jeans that she had not put on in years, ones that hugged her figure a little more than what she had been wearing lately. She arrived late, on purpose, not able to bear the thought of sitting alone at a table waiting for him to walk through the door. When she arrived, he was already sitting in the back, a thick maroon cable-knit sweater snug against his broad arms. He did not stand while she wound through the tables, simply smiling from his seat as she settled in the chair across from him.

“Coffee with brown sugar.” He gestured to the mug in front of her. “Hope that’s still your order.”

“It is,” she lied. She had not added brown sugar to her coffee in years, now preferring the harsh energizing bite of a cup of black coffee. But as she took a sip, the sweetness hit her tongue and she remembered why it used to be her go-to. “Thanks.”

They exchanged awkward pleasantries for the first thirty minutes or so. He told her about the lumberyard, moving to a new house a few blocks from his old one, the one they had shared, which he was now trying to sell. He told her about Patrick, who was five, and how bad of a sleeper he had been when he was a newborn. He did not tell her about Elizabeth, and Evelyn did not ask, too nervous to bring it up while he chattered on about the past seven years like they were old pals.

“So, what is the Beacon Hilltop?” she asked during an awkward silence. “I saw it on your card.”

“Well …” His lips pressed together as a slow smile spread across his face.

Evelyn was a bit confused by what he described. It sounded like a church, which he corrected her on, calling it a spiritual community with an emphasis on political activism. The founders had contracted his company for some work on a new building project five years prior, he said, and they got to know each other. One of their meetings had stretched four hours long as they got distracted talking about the state of the world. “To sum it up, we care about the future of humanity, and about staying true to our country’s original morals”—he held her eyes as he spoke—“and this community is really growing into something.”

“That’s amazing.” Evelyn was still not quite sure what this place was, but for the first time in a long time, she saw her Layton, the man she had fallen in love with when she was seventeen. His blue eyes were wide open, full of excitement, dreaming of greatness.

“You should come to one of our meetings.” He tossed off the suggestion casually. “You might get something out of it.”

“Okay,” she replied just as breezily, taking another sip of her coffee, savoring the sweetness of the brown sugar.







CHAPTER
17



EVELYN HAD BEEN wondering what the new building was and could not grasp why someone with enough money to build something that fancy would choose to put it in Danes. Every time she drove by, she searched for a sign that would label it and explain the mystery. She particularly loved the roof, an orange rust color that changed tones depending on how it caught the sunlight. She had even pointed it out to Maeve, telling her it looked like buildings she’d seen in magazines, like something from California or even Europe.

“Can we go to California one day?” Maeve asked as she stared at the out-of-place rooftop.

“Yes.” Evelyn smiled. “We can.”

Now she was stepping into the building she had admired only from afar, the mystery of its purpose solved, its green lawn screaming with life in a way she was not used to seeing from the ground in Danes.

The entire lobby was painted in a pale yellow, like the sunshine on the roof had forced itself through and filled the room. Yellow had always been her favorite color and seeing this space swimming in it put her at ease. She knew Layton had worked with the architects on the designs, and she wondered if he had chosen the paint color.

It had been two weeks since her coffee with Layton. They had not seen each other in person since that afternoon, but had spoken on the phone. At first he called to schedule this visit to the Beacon Hilltop, but the second time he called just to say hello. Her heart had pounded when she heard his voice on the line, like she was seventeen again.

As she stood in the lobby of the building unsure about what to do next, she wished she had asked for more clarity about what would happen when she arrived. She felt silly for coming at all, for leaving Maeve with the babysitter, a friendly teen who worked at the store. The back wall was filled with paintings and pictures, a familiar face immediately jumping out to her. The photo showed Layton standing in front of the building, a thin smile across his face, proud of his work towering behind him. He looks so handsome, she thought, even though you could barely see his face in the photo.

“Hi there,” a nasally voice called to her, terse in its pronunciation of each word. Evelyn turned and was met by an intense stare from Elizabeth, Layton’s wife. At the sight of her, Evelyn was overcome with jealousy as she took in the woman who got to reap the benefits of all her work, married to the mature, kind, fatherly Layton that Evelyn always hoped was waiting just beneath his surface.

“Layton said I’m meant to show you to the room,” Elizabeth said, her thin arms crossed in front of her.

“Oh, uh, thank you,” Evelyn replied awkwardly. “Where is he?”

“He’s preparing for the meeting, but I’ll take you back there.” She stared Evelyn down, as if daring her to ask another question.

“So did he tell you about me?” Evelyn asked, a strange feeling of hopefulness washing over her. She wanted this woman to know about her. To know that he had told her about his first great love, to know that it was something worth telling.

“He did.” Elizabeth looked pained.

Evelyn felt strangely giddy, picturing Layton telling this diminutive woman about her. “Thanks so much for welcoming me here, by the way.”

“Our community’s foundation is built on inclusivity,” she replied in a humorless monotone.

After an awkward walk down a long hallway, they entered a large room with thirty or so pews facing a clear podium with a microphone attached to the top. It was a simple space, until you looked up. The high vaulted ceilings were held up with magnificent beams of deep cherry wood, their reddish tone highlighted by lights dangling above them. Wood from Layton’s lumberyard, she realized.

Surprisingly, most of the pews were filled. Evelyn recognized a few faces of customers from the grocery store as Elizabeth led her to the second to last row, despite the many free seats closer to the podium. She watched Elizabeth make her way up to the front of the room, driving away an older man who moved a seat over so that she could sidle up next to Layton, whose blond hair was rising above the crowd in the first row.

A woman who seemed to be in her early forties was making her way to the podium, and Evelyn decided that she must be the leader, noticing the way the congregation paid rapt attention as she approached the front of the room, her bob of curly hair bouncing with each step. She sported a bold red lipstick that matched a giant red flower pinned to her sundress, portraying an airy casualness that contrasted with the formal candelabras and draped velvet behind her.

When she reached the podium, she began to speak, wasting no time on a preamble. “In a time when political agents strive to manipulate the very atoms of our world in the name of destruction, everyone here today has chosen to turn their focus instead toward creation,” she said, speaking crisply as she stared across the crowd. “Toward the creation of a community that honors our God by fighting back against the agents of evil bent on destroying the planet that he entrusted us with. Toward creating a world free of wars, free of pollution, free of hate. Yes, everyone here today has chosen to create God’s love in their own image. For the purpose of our community is to glorify God in you. And through you, we glorify him in all people. Now, let us waste no time in making our voice as one and repeating today’s mantra.”

The woman stepped in front of the podium and took a deep breath. “We are the perfect image of our glorious God,” she called across the room, her voice ringing clear and confident across the hushed crowd.

“We are the perfect image of our glorious God,” the congregation chanted back, startling Evelyn, who had been so engrossed by the woman’s words that she had forgotten about the group around her.

“We are the perfect image of our glorious God!” the woman yelled louder this time, as she began pacing from one corner of the room to the other, her curls bouncing in rhythm.

“We are the perfect image of our glorious God!” The crowd matched her volume, but Evelyn only joined in a tentative whisper.

“We are the perfect image of our glorious God!” The woman was screaming now, raising her arms up toward the sky as she paced faster and faster, scanning the crowd with a wild urgency. But then she slowed, and began making her way to the back of the room, where she stopped in front of Evelyn’s chair and smiled. She stretched her palms out, and without thinking, without control, Evelyn placed her hands on top of them. “We are the perfect image of our glorious God,” the woman spoke softly this time, as if she were speaking only to her.

“We are the perfect image of our glorious God,” Evelyn whispered back, her hands tingling with warmth. Everyone in the room was watching her, a sea of gentle nods giving their approval. Evelyn looked to the front of the room, and everything else blurred as she locked eyes with Layton, who was staring at her, smiling. He looked proud of her. She smiled back.

After the mantras, the woman returned to the podium to speak on initiatives in the community, before introducing a member of the congregation to perform a song on his guitar. When the last chords drifted away, Evelyn felt disappointed that the service might be coming to a close. But then Layton stood from his chair and strode toward the front. Evelyn sat a little higher, pushing her shoulders back as he took his place. He looked natural up there, smiling as he pointed the microphone straight up, adjusting it for his height. He held each side of the podium with a light grip, portraying calm, an anchored contrast to the woman’s meandering ways.

“Our American political system has become discarnate, an abstract shadow made by power-hungry men who think they know the way things should work,” he started, his voice deep and commanding, taking his time. “America is the promised land, the place they spoke of in the myths and legends, the place our ancestors whispered about over campfires. And yet, we are a nation full of citizens unaware that we are the heirs of the world’s future.” He was getting angry now, a wild lilt rising in his voice. “Our founding fathers understood the mysteries of this world. They understood our destiny, God’s plan for us, and they let the words of our future speak through them.”

He stopped and looked down at his hands, then he closed his eyes and took a deep breath. “And we are now tasked with the responsibility of raising our country to the heights they knew we were destined for. I have unwavering faith in the ability of our community to spread our light and increase the awareness of this reality.” His voice was calmer now. “We start with our neighbors, and then our towns, and then our states, until the collective consciousness wakes up to the reality that our God so proudly determined for us. We must trust in the future of America, in our inheritance of God. Thank you.”

For a moment Evelyn thought the crowd might jump up and start clapping, the silence in the room so intense, Layton’s words hanging over them. But instead the atmosphere just smoldered with his energy as he looked up and smiled at the congregation before him, letting his hands drop off the podium. That’s him, she thought, goosebumps spreading across her arms as she watched him soak in the audience’s rapture. My special Layton.

Evelyn stood in the lobby after the meeting, waiting for Layton to come out so she could thank him for inviting her. She felt like she was in a receiving line, shaking hands and exchanging pleasantries with congregation members who came up to introduce themselves and to ask if she had any questions. But as she marveled at their kindness, she looked across the room and locked eyes with a woman who looked eerily familiar. Evelyn’s heart sank as she recognized one of the classmates she used to go to the bar with in high school, noticing the stunned recognition spreading across her face too. Evelyn felt like she was eighteen again, watching her former friends laughing outside the bar without her. She was about to turn away, to offer the courtesy of pretending she did not recognize her, when the girl, now a young woman, rushed across the lobby and pulled her into a huge hug.

“I am so glad that you are joining us,” the woman whispered as she held her tight. “You belong here.” Suddenly, Evelyn began to cry. She felt embarrassed as she heaved into this near stranger’s shoulder, apologizing for the outburst, blubbering that she did not know where this was coming from. But the woman did not pull away. Instead, she held her tighter and stroked her hair gently, like a mother comforting her child.



Every Sunday from then on, Evelyn dropped Maeve with the babysitter and attended services at the Beacon Hilltop. She no longer sat in the back, instead claiming a seat in the third row, where she chanted along with the week’s mantras, letting her voice blend in with the chorus of her new friends. Evelyn had been surprised how many people she recognized among the congregation, regulars at the grocery store who now stopped to chat with her in the aisles, and parents from Maeve’s school who invited them both over for playdates.

There were worshippers spread out all over the world, thousands of them following the teachings of their leader, Sandra, who had decided to set up the headquarters right in Danes. She chose the location so that they could be close to national parks, proclaiming that the mountains and rivers served as a constant reminder of the natural world God had gifted them. Evelyn told herself that it was because of these reasons, the friends she was making and their selfless dedication to helping the world, that she joined the Beacon. But somewhere deep down, she knew she was there every Sunday for that one single moment when Layton would stroll up to the podium and give her goosebumps.

They had continued to meet for coffee, finding each other at the back table of the café every Tuesday afternoon before Evelyn worked the late shift at the grocery store. Layton had offered to explain the teachings from the Beacon, and a weekly tutoring lesson seemed to make the most sense. They drank coffee and chatted about the sermons, and sometimes Evelyn brought notes with questions scribbled down from the Sunday before, her heart fluttering every time he complimented her dedication or her interpretation. She asked about the origins of their teachings, how she could lessen her negative impact on the environment, and how Americans could better honor their birthright. Afternoons drifted into early evenings as they dove into the Beacon’s history together.

It was at one of these coffees when Layton asked if he could formally meet Maeve. Or, to be specific, he asked if he should meet her. He leaned forward, placing his elbows on the table and cocking his head, watching her reaction to the question. Evelyn beamed at him. This is what I always wanted, she realized. She had left him because she was sure, so sure, that he wouldn’t want a child. That he would repeat the cycle of her own sad life, a child foist upon parents who never wanted her. But that was some imaginary Layton she had conjured, a man she had not given the chance to prove her wrong. Now the real Layton was sitting in front of her, waiting for an answer. She felt like she was looking into the painting of his eyes, like she could see every single one of the hundreds of shades of blue she had mixed all at once.

“Yes,” she replied finally, taking a sip of her coffee.

“Okay,” Layton nodded, looking neither happy nor sad.

“Okay,” she repeated, through a smile.



Maeve did not quite understand the concept of paternity. She vaguely knew that most children in her new pre-kindergarten class had fathers, but she did not seem too concerned with the fact that she did not. She asked about her father only once, while they were driving home from school. Evelyn could still picture how she looked in the rearview mirror, her tiny body strapped into her car seat, a troubled look on her young face.

“Mommy, do I have a dad?” she asked plainly.

“What makes you ask?” Evelyn replied, buying herself time.

“Gina at school said that everyone in the world has a dad,” she said.

“Well, that’s not completely true.”

“Yeah?”

“Yes,” Evelyn said. “I made you myself.”

Maeve smiled to herself and looked out the window, satisfied with the answer. The image was a comfort to both of them, mutually satisfied with the idea that Maeve had been born from her alone. Evelyn promised herself that she would tell the truth one day, but for now, this non-answer worked. Now it was time to make good on that promise. Maeve was seven, and Evelyn knew that soon her daughter would be demanding answers anyway. Why not explain and introduce them at the same time, she decided. Get it all over with at once.

Instead of meeting at the coffee shop, like always, they agreed to meet at Layton’s old house, which he had taken off the market until interest rates improved. “Somewhere we can have a bit more privacy,” he’d explained. If she were being honest with herself, Evelyn had to admit that she was just as nervous about being back in that house as she was about introducing him to their daughter.

“I still don’t understand where we’re going,” Maeve whined from the back seat as Evelyn’s shaky hands gripped the wheel. “I want to go home.”

“We are doing something super special today.” Evelyn steeled herself. “I want to introduce you to someone.”

“Who?” Maeve perked up, her mood shifting with this news.

“Well, I want to introduce you to your father.” Evelyn let the word settle, clocking the confusion on her daughter’s face.

“You said I didn’t have a dad.” Maeve sounded hurt, confused at her mother’s ability to lie.

“Well, he’s not your dad in the way your friends at school have a dad. He’s only kind of your dad. You can think of him more like … Mom’s friend. Who helped me make you in my belly a long time ago.” Evelyn took a deep breath.

“How did he help you?” Maeve’s nose was scrunched.

“He gave me what I needed so you could start growing,” Evelyn explained, choosing her words carefully.

“Do I have to call him Dad?”

“No,” Evelyn replied. “Definitely not.”

“So what do I call him?” she asked.

“Mr. P.?” Evelyn suggested.

“That sounds like a teacher.” Maeve shook her head in disapproval.

“Mr. Layton? That’s his first name.”

“That’s just as bad.” She rolled her eyes.

“Well, do you have any better suggestions?” Evelyn was happy they seemed to have made it past the difficult part of the conversation.

“Hmm …” Maeve started giggling to herself, like she was playing a game. “How about Mr. Kind of Dad?”

“I think that sounds perfect,” Evelyn replied, a pressure valve released. She knows.

But the relief was short-lived, squelched when the old house came into view, the same gray paint now peeling and the white trim faded with time. Layton’s pickup truck sat out front. She took Maeve’s hand as they walked across the muddy lawn, knocking on the wooden door. It felt like she should be fumbling in her pocket for her keys, marching in to find Layton on the couch. But instead, after a few moments, the door opened and Layton was there, welcoming them into the house that had once been hers. Immediately her eyes went above the mantel, where her painting of the valley was still hanging, the colors just as fresh in her mind as they had been the day she mixed them.

“Hello,” Maeve stuck out her hand like she was a little businesswoman. “It’s nice to meet you, Mr. Kind of Dad.”

Layton looked up at Evelyn, and they both burst out laughing. She felt a strange comfort standing in this living room, her fears of bad memories unfounded. Maybe the ghosts haunting the house had been scared off by the sound of their laughter. Maybe this was the exact right place to introduce this new Layton to his daughter.







CHAPTER
18



THEY RECEIVED THE news at a Sunday sermon, Sandra standing still for once, a white lily pinned to her lapel as she delivered the unfortunate truth. The world was coming to an end. “The downfall is our own government and their desecration of the very atoms that God used to make us,” Sandra announced solemnly. “But our God is rewarding us at the Beacon Hilltop with a month and a half to prepare for this nuclear disaster. We will be responsible for rebuilding the earth that is left behind.” A somber hush fell over the crowd as the shock, and the weight of their responsibility sunk in. Evelyn pictured her art room covered in soot, the kaleidoscope tables reduced to nothing but ash, and she used her sleeve to wipe away a tear.

Many of the community members had built bunkers years prior thanks to Sandra’s premonition that a catastrophic event like this might occur one day. But no one had realized that time would come so soon. When the meeting ended, members rushed to prepare their bunkers, pushing through the doors and sprinting to their cars, every moment suddenly precious. That was just the beginning of the chaos, the community thrust into relentless and round-the-clock preparation over the next few weeks. Evelyn was tasked with shuttling families from the airport, where followers were flying in from all over the United States, some even from across the ocean, pilgrims of the Beacon set on collecting with their brethren in little Danes, which would become the center of the world once rebuilding began. She helped to secure hundreds of canned goods at a discount from the grocery store, using money donated by the congregation.

In all the hubbub of preparation, there was no time for her to muse on the skepticism that lingered. How would they know the date of upcoming nuclear devastation? Sometimes she found herself put off by the intensity of Sandra’s words, the fervor that she demanded of her congregation and the desperate pleas for donations to help plan for the downfall. But why not be prepared, Evelyn decided as she pushed the thoughts away. Just in case.

And Layton’s certainty was strong enough to calm her doubts. He was never more himself than after learning the world was ending. He had always been a prominent member of the Beacon’s team, but the approaching end of the world elevated him to Sandra’s second-in-command. He oversaw not only the solicitation of the donations that funded their work but also the direction of the money. He only had six weeks to finance their survival, and preparing for the end of the world was expensive. He helped members stock up their bunkers with supplies and distributed radios so they could communicate between them. Even through the nonstop job of survival logistics, he still gave impassioned speeches to nervous crowds, transferring his steely calm to the rest of the congregation.

Despite the end of the world, Evelyn felt free. She no longer had to consider Layton’s schedule before leaving home, no longer had to draw her world in his blank spaces. I might see Layton right now, she would think before she left the house, swiping on a peachy lipstick and marveling at the unflinching woman in the mirror in front of her. That thought was distracting her as she walked up to the Beacon the week after Sandra’s pronouncement, a heavy bag of canned goods to donate in one hand and Maeve’s tiny palm in the other. I might see Layton right now, she thought to herself again as she led Maeve up the walkway and pushed open the door to the lobby. Evelyn dropped the bag of groceries on the desk and steered Maeve toward the hallway, pointing to the congregation room in the back, fully aware of whose office she would pass on the way.

His door was open, showing off the rich mahogany of the room, where he was sitting at his desk, signing checks. Elizabeth sat in the leather chair to his right. She could hear them talking about something serious, an oblivious Patrick propped on her lap reading a book.

“They’ve upped security since my visit a few years back. I don’t think I can get back in.” Layton was leafing through a pamphlet that Evelyn recognized for the nearby luxury hotel. She froze when she saw the happy family scene framed in the doorway. She decided to keep going, pretending she had not stumbled upon the domestic tableau. Maeve, however, did not. She dug her feet in, resisting the pull of Evelyn’s hand on hers. Maeve and Layton had not seen each other since the day at his old house, after which Layton had decided it was probably best to keep some distance between them, so as not to muddy the understanding of his role in her life. But here they were, staring at each other, father and child, Layton’s wife looking on in horror.

“Mr. Kind of Dad!” Maeve screamed in delight, remembering the nickname she had given him when they met.

“Uh, hi there,” he sputtered, looking at Elizabeth’s horrified reaction.

“What did you call him?” It was little Patrick who piped up, climbing off his mother’s lap and coming eye to eye with Maeve, confused.

“He’s my Mr. Kind of Dad,” Maeve replied matter-of-factly, “He helped my mommy make me in her belly.”

The adults all stood stunned, watching their children have a conversation none of them had been brave enough to broach earlier.

“But he’s my daddy,” Patrick replied, confused.

“Then that makes us brother and sister!” She giggled and wrapped Patrick in a hug. “I’m Maeve, it’s nice to meet you.” For a second Evelyn forgot the awkwardness, and her heart swelled at the sweetness of her little sunshine girl.

“I’m Patrick,” he replied.

“That’s enough,” Elizabeth announced. “We have to go.” She dragged Patrick toward the door, his head swiveling to look at the little girl who had just embraced him. Layton muttered an excuse and followed them, his head down, avoiding their eyes.

That night, Evelyn sat by her phone, waiting for a call. She imagined Layton apologizing for the awkwardness and for Elizabeth’s rudeness, practicing how understanding she would be in response. But her phone stayed silent, and he avoided her gaze at Beacon meetings from then on, holding Elizabeth’s hand tightly as he found any excuse to look away from whatever corner Evelyn stood in. She still went to the coffee shop on Tuesdays, sitting at the table in the back, willing him to walk through the doors. He never did.

Weeks passed until they spoke again. It was late at night, and Maeve slept through the ringing, Evelyn rushing to pick up the phone and quiet the sound.

“So,” his deep voice boomed out of the receiver. “What are your plans for the end of the world?”



The stairs creaked as they made their way down, the smell of mildew greeting them at the bottom. Evelyn took in the room, the concrete floors, the single bed, the stack of canned goods on the counter. When they lived together, Evelyn always intended to decorate the basement, to make it more inviting. Now she wished she had. Regardless, she was grateful for the room, and grateful that Layton had made sure she and Maeve would have a comfortable place to shelter. He said he had reinforced the walls so that it might withstand nuclear disaster, and then insisted that she and Maeve shelter there while the world ended above them. Evelyn wanted to see it first, asking if he would give her a tour while Maeve was at kindergarten.

“I love what you’ve done with the place,” she joked as she ran her finger across the dusty countertop. “And I thought your decor upstairs was bad.”

“It’s not much,” Layton shrugged. “But at least you’ll be safe. And that is what matters.”

“I’m just joking. Thank you, really,” Evelyn grabbed his hand and squeezed it, savoring their closeness. She had missed him.

“I’ll come get you as soon as things settle down,” he promised. “And plus, you’ll have this.” He passed her a walkie-talkie and pointed to the top. “I’m in charge of assigning all the channels. Channel one is obviously where all the Beacon members can communicate. And channel eight …” He stepped closer and took her fingers in his, using them to slowly click the dial over eight times. “Channel eight is just for us.”

Maybe it was because the world was ending or maybe it was because he was standing so close, but something stirred in her. She wanted to rewrite history. To go back and never walk out the door. To tell him that she was pregnant, to let him prove her wrong. It wasn’t fair that some other woman had stepped into the future they had painstakingly planned. Evelyn moved the radio to her lips and pressed the side button. “Hi, channel eight,” she whispered into the receiver. “On account of it being the end of the world and all, I was wondering if maybe …”

She did not finish the sentence, she did not have time. He took the radio from her hands and threw it down, letting it clatter to the floor as he pushed her onto the hard bed in the corner. She could feel the springs of the mattress digging into her back as he climbed on top of her, the smell of mildew suddenly overpowering. You want this, she told herself, trying to picture the man who took hold of the podium at the Beacon, those same hands now pinning her wrists above her head. You want this you want this you want this, she repeated as he pressed himself inside of her. You want this, she thought one last time, trying to lose herself in the blue of his eyes.
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TWO WEEKS LATER, Evelyn and Maeve stared at each other in their makeshift bunker, wondering what was happening above them. How do you pass time while the world is ending? Evelyn thought, her heartbeat thudding heavily as she wondered what would happen next. The nuclear attacks would start that evening, according to Sandra. Or maybe not, she thought, before scolding herself for having doubts. She had voiced this skepticism to one of her new friends at the Beacon, assuming that she could not be the only one who wondered whether a nuclear disaster was actually imminent, whether the world could really end. “What if Sandra misinterpreted God’s message?” she mused. “Or maybe this is some kind of test from God, but it won’t actually come to fruition.” Her friend responded with a withering stare, then a question: “Are you doubting Sandra?” That was the end of their conversation and, Evelyn suspected dejectedly, their friendship.

So just in case Sandra was right, Evelyn was grateful that she and Maeve were tucked away, safe from the mayhem and danger that could unfold above their basement sanctuary, the love of her new community still enveloping them both from afar. They had a bed, food, and a bathroom. It really wasn’t that bad, she told herself. And if it all turned out to be wrong, if Sandra’s premonitions were just unfounded nightmares, they would have only wasted a few days and a whole lot of canned goods.

“Will we feel anything?” Maeve asked quietly from her perch on the side of the bed, her head dipped down to look at her shoes, pink sneakers with Velcro straps.

“We are safe down here.” Evelyn knelt in front of her, bending her head down to catch her eyes. “We might hear the ground rumbling, but I promise we are as safe as we can possibly be in this room.” She had no idea if she was lying or telling the truth. She did not know what to expect if the missiles actually came, whether the room would shake like an earthquake or not, whether the walls would even protect them at all.

“Do you want some food?” Evelyn walked to the counter and grabbed the can opener, running her fingers along the various labels. “Peas, corn, tomatoes …”

“I’m too scared to eat.” There was a softness in Maeve’s voice, a quiet shame in her admission, that broke Evelyn’s heart. She wanted to scoop her daughter up, to press her body into hers and run up the stairs, to pretend that everything was just fine. But she couldn’t take that risk. You can do anything for a few days, she told herself.

“Why don’t we play our game?” Evelyn suggested, sitting on the bed next to her. They both closed their eyes.

“What do you see?” Evelyn asked.

“We’re walking in a field,” Maeve answered tentatively.

“Is it warm or cold? Windy? Snowy?” Evelyn prompted.

“It’s not hot but not really cold either. It’s just right, I guess. But there is a little bit of a breeze,” she replied.

“I feel the breeze. It’s so refreshing,” Evelyn affirmed. “Are there any trees?”

“Yes, there is one big tree. We are walking toward it.”

“I see it too! Its leaves are so beautiful, I feel like they are just starting to change for fall. Do you see that orange-ish color on the very edges?”

“Yeah!” Maeve’s voice sounded lighter, the game was working. “And there is a puppy underneath the tree!”

“Oh my gosh, you’re right,” Evelyn replied excitedly. “I think there might be two. Let’s go look.”

“I’m racing you!”

“You’re winning!”

Suddenly a crackling interrupted their fantasy, the harsh sound of the radio dissolving the field and the tree and the dogs, placing them back in the mildewy basement. Evelyn opened her eyes and hugged Maeve from the side before walking toward the counter and turning up the volume on the receiver.

“Reporting from bunker five,” a voice filled the room. “Our TV is still up and running. Still nothing on the news. Will report every thirty minutes.”

“Mommy, I’m scared,” Maeve stared into Evelyn’s eyes. The relief from the game had not lasted long. She started to cry, the tears forming slowly, then coming faster and faster, each staining the concrete below her. “I don’t want to cry.” Her body was shaking. “I want to stop crying. Why can’t I stop crying?” This only made her cry harder, her tiny body rocking with sobs.

“Here, let me teach you what Mommy does,” Evelyn sat back on the bed across from her daughter, facing the wall. “You just have to distract yourself.” She placed Maeve’s hands on her own knees. “Count with me. And press your fingers into your knee with each count. Let’s see how high we can go.”

“Okay,” Maeve sniffled.

“One, two, three …” Evelyn pressed Maeve’s fingers in a circle around her kneecap one by one. “Now you try.”

“Four, five, six, seven, eight …” Maeve copied Evelyn’s slow pace, the tears subsiding as she counted higher.

“Nine, ten, eleven …” Evelyn took over, grateful for the distraction, which she needed too.

“I think that helped,” Maeve’s face was red and tearstained, her tiny sternum still rising and falling and rising and falling, but the tears had stopped.

“You are so brave,” Evelyn pulled her in tight and kissed her on the forehead. She stood up and returned to the counter, fumbling with the can opener to unseal a serving of corn. They needed a treat. She grabbed their two clean bowls next to the sink, and accidentally knocked over the radio in the process. Picking it up from the floor, she felt a tinge of hope. She turned the dial eight clicks over.

“Hi there, just checking in …” She held down the side button and put the speaker to her ear hopefully, but after a few seconds she knew that no one would speak back, just like the last time she had tried. She clicked back to channel one and turned toward Maeve on the couch.

“Can we play our game again after we finish our corn?” Evelyn asked her daughter.



A day passed. And then another. And another. And another. At first the radio spoke to them almost every hour, then every two, then sporadically, sometimes staying silent for an entire day. But when it did crackle awake, they were bound to overhear an explosion of debate, different bunkers yelling over each other as they disagreed about what was happening above them.

Some bunkers believed an attack actually had happened, but their safehouses were so well built that they simply did not feel the impact of the missiles. Bunker three was the main group defending this theory, explaining that the reason the news media was not reporting on it was in order to keep any survivors calm. Bunker eight wondered if everyone who worked at our local news station had died and been possessed by the devil, tempting them to come out of hiding with stories of normalcy. Bunker four was convinced that the attack had not happened yet, but that it would any minute, and anyone who stepped a foot outside would be punished for doubting Sandra, and by extension, God.

Evelyn was grateful that it seemed like the world had not ended just yet, and she was eager to hear from Layton, to get some guidance on how much longer they should shelter. She allowed herself to flip over to channel eight for a few minutes every hour, but she was never met with anything besides incessant static.

Once the immediate terror had subsided, the two of them settled into a bit of a routine. Evelyn tried to turn the lights on and off consistent with sunrise and sunset, using the digital clock to tether them to the reality of the world above. She normally woke up first in the morning, finding her way to the light switch around six thirty to summon their sun, always warning Maeve to close her eyes before she did. They would share a scoop of peanut butter and a room temperature protein shake for breakfast, then play their game, creating imaginary scenarios and worlds in their head that entertained them until it was time to select a canned good for lunch, after which the day dragged, the oppressiveness of their concrete box setting in. This is when Evelyn called on her secret weapon to distract Maeve, a red pen that she had packed in her duffel. Maeve was allowed to spend two hours doodling on their stocked up paper towels, a strict time limit set by Evelyn so that her only power of distraction would not lose its necessary sense of wonder.

They ate dinner around six, sharing a protein bar and another canned good that Maeve was allowed to choose from the dwindling pyramid. Evelyn created a game where they tried to eat as slowly as possible, sometimes eating a single pea at a time, savoring each before swallowing, and whoever finished dinner first was the loser. Maeve insisted she was the reigning champ, and Evelyn let her celebrate, never betraying the fact that when she divided a can onto their plates, she always served Maeve more.

After dinner, they took quick showers and brushed their teeth, both squeezing into the bathroom together, before climbing into bed. At night, with the lights off, their sun set, Evelyn whispered stories about Maeve’s childhood—about her first words and her time in Mommy’s belly—hoping to distract both of them enough that they could drift off to sleep.

And that is how they spent their days. And days. And days. Passing the time, waiting for news. Maybe today is the day that Layton will come, Evelyn would think every morning. Maybe tomorrow, she would tell herself later that night, letting the thought comfort her to sleep.

They had been inside for two weeks when she finally admitted to herself that he might not be coming. Maybe something happened, she gulped, maybe his family’s bunker was less secure than theirs, destroyed by the missiles, the world above really gone. Her mind filled with images of Danes on fire, her apartment demolished, the grocery store raided, her art room gone. She looked at her little girl happily doodling on paper towels and decided that it was time to get some answers.

“Mommy is just going to poke her head up,” Evelyn told her. “Just in case there is anything we can see. But you stay here, okay?”

“Okay …” Maeve replied fearfully.

“I’m sure everything is just fine.” Evelyn went over and gave her a big hug, tousling her hair. She made her way to the bottom of the stairs, tilting her head up to drink in the steep climb. The wooden door waited at the top, its golden handle her destination through the shadows. What waits behind you? she thought, directing the question to the door, then wondering if she was starting to lose her mind down here. There were sixteen stairs, but each felt steeper than the last, their wooden planks creaking under her weight. She was out of breath by the time she made it to the top, but she could not tell if it was from the climb or from the fear. She pulled down on the handle, ready to see if the world still existed. But it would not move. She tried again, pulling down harder, the realization hitting her. She felt dizzy and had to grab the railing to keep herself from falling backward down the stairs. They were locked in.






Ava


Present Day
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THE BOTTOM OF the ravine was not visible from the windows in the Visitor Center, only the suggestion of bedrock between the plunging cliffs that parted in deference to a river that had dried up decades ago. Ava took it all in, sitting on the plush leather couch that looked out across the expanse. The room was built of cherry wood and boasted huge windows that framed the southernmost edge of their largest valley, a perfect view of the dramatic dip into the earth. Inside the building was a lounge of couches and loveseats, along with a bar in the corner offering infused water, coffee, tea, and snacks. A member of the maintenance staff spent time each day polishing those massive windows, buffing out the smudges from kids—and some adults—who could not help but press their hands against the glass and peer out into the ravine below.

The center was always empty at this hour, the tourists reposing in their tents before dinner or taking selfies in front of the sunset from one of the many scenic outlooks, most likely with a glass of overpriced rosé in hand. Which meant that Ava had the room to herself, the perfect place to avoid her mother. She was tempted to press her own face against the glass today, staring into the depths of the bottomless ravine. She wanted to whisper her secrets to the land, as if they could disappear into the chasmic depths. The admission from Johnny. The family tree. Her mother’s drinking and secrecy. Instead, she sipped on the cool water, infused with mint and basil, as she scribbled in her notebook. The glass door swung open, the gentle thud of Sam’s footsteps getting closer, his steady stride unmistakable. He smiled as he settled next to her on the couch.

“Hi there,” she said.

“Well, hi.”

“Now you see why I told you to meet me here?” The sun was just beginning to set, a whisper of pink spoken across the sky.

“Holy shit. This is amazing.” He leaned back, taking in the view. Ava felt something like pride when he said this, as if the refuge were her child or maybe an extension of herself that had earned them both a compliment. She watched him study the sunset, enjoying the way his eyes searched up and down the rock face.

“So how was your day?” he asked, and Ava’s mind began racing. She wanted to tell him about it all, so much that the thoughts were almost spilling out of her, and it took all of her effort to press them down. He probably already thought she was a freak. No need to add to that narrative by telling him that her mother was a liar, and her grandfather wasn’t really her grandfather. She looked back toward him, as he waited, expecting a response that was taking too long to form.

“It was fine,” she replied finally.

“What’d you get up to?” he asked.

“Not much.” She shook her head, unable to share but also unable to quickly think of a proper alibi. Sam’s proximity didn’t help her restlessness. His arm reached across the back of the couch, his hand brushing against her shoulder whenever she leaned back. She decided she was tired of sitting, of watching, of waiting. Of letting everyone in her life make decisions for her. Standing up, she turned her back to the window and faced Sam. She watched his pupils dilate and listened to his breathing get heavy as she pushed him down, placing herself on top of him, twisting her legs around his, pulling him closer. He slid his hands in her hair, and she pressed herself into him even more, savoring the hardness through his jeans, the taste of salt on his lips, the way he writhed under her. When she lifted herself up, resting her hands against his chest, she loved how hopeful he looked, how much he wanted her. He kept eye contact as he brushed his thumbs along the inside of her thighs, slowly inching them higher and higher.

“Wait …” He stopped himself, pulling his hands away. “I’ve wanted to do this, but …”

“But what?” Ava stared into his eyes, which were still all pupils. He pushed himself up so his back was against the arm of the couch. But he doesn’t want to be with you. But you’re the friendless freak from the Amarant, she thought.

“But I’m leaving in a month,” he sighed. “And I wasn’t sure if it made sense to do this. If you might not be able to handle, you know, something casual.”

“What do you mean?” She retreated to the corner of the couch, drawing her legs into her chest. “Where are you going?”

“Berkeley.” He feigned a smile. “I got off the waitlist. Partial scholarship too.”

“That’s amazing.” She couldn’t muster anything more.

“You okay?” He sounded so far away suddenly, a ringing building in her ears, drowning him out.

“So that’s it then? I’ll never see you?” Her voice felt cold coming out of her mouth. “I thought at the very least we were friends.”

“We are.” His brow was furrowed. “And we can still hang out. I don’t leave for a month. And I’ll be home from time to time.”

“I thought you liked living around here,” she mustered, quietly.

“I do. But my life here is so … small. We talked about college, about me applying. About you writing essays. I thought you were thinking about it too?”

“I was,” she admitted. “I am.”

“So do it. Heck, apply to Berkeley! California is amazing.”

For a moment, Ava pictured herself at an airport, like the ones she had seen in movies. She saw a woman with her hair and her face and her sneakers dragging a suitcase and holding a passport. She pictured the woman rushing into Sam’s arms at the gate, letting him carry her bags to the car. Then she remembered where she was, reality melting the vision, destroying the woman, until she was back on the couch, huddled in the corner, resting her head on her knees.

“I can’t,” she sighed.

“Why?”

“I can’t do that to her,” Ava whispered.

“Who? Your mom?” He stared at her while the question hung in the air.

She was angry at her mother, but mostly at herself, for letting her imagination write an epic. Her great love wasn’t even a novella, only a short story needing a collection to make it whole. She should have seen this coming. He was, after all, an outsider.

Just like the tourists, he would always leave.

“I don’t really feel like talking anymore.” She turned back toward the window. “You should go.”

“Are you sure?”

No, her brain screamed. No. Don’t leave.

“Yes,” she said coldly. “You should leave.”

“Okay.” He stood, grabbing her hands and pulling her up, wrapping her arms around his body in a hug. She let her face nestle into the crook of his neck, let his smell calm her. She wished he had not stopped her, that he had let her continue on in ignorance, to keep kissing him, maybe to undo his belt, to let him inside of her, to connect them together in some physical and chemical way that would leave her no choice but to say, “Yes, I’ll apply to Berkeley. I’ll follow you wherever you go.” She wished he had done the wrong thing. But she knew that Sam did what was right. Because he was kind. Because he was good.

“I’m happy for you,” she said, suddenly overwhelmed.

“Thanks,” he said, unwrapping from her. “I’m still here for a month. And hey, maybe you could come visit me in California.”

“Maybe,” she whispered to him, picturing the woman in the airport. Maybe, she thought to herself.



Ava drove as far as she could that night, away from the lights of the restaurant, the Visitor Center, and the cabins. She wanted to get as deep into the refuge as possible, to find its darkest corner, the place where the stars would burn brightest. It was a game she invented when she was sixteen and she first started driving on her own. She would set out with unknown destinations in mind, guided by superlatives rather than directions. After setting an intention like “highest,” she would spend the day winding up mountain peaks fighting against the earlier version of herself who thought she had found the highest lookout. But at some point, she would look down on the view in front of her, take in the height of her climb, and declare herself the winner. She had played many versions of this game over the years, seeking out the highest, lowest, lushest, driest, farthest, and prettiest inches of the refuge. But never the darkest, her goal tonight.

She drove slowly, worried about disturbing the tranquility of the nighttime for the animals resting in the cool shadows. Every few minutes she stopped the Jeep altogether, turning off the engine and the lights so she could test the true darkness around her. When she arrived in the forested woods, the gentle hum of the cicadas and the rustling of leaves in the wind asked her if this was where she would stay, if this was the darkest corner. Not yet, she thought, turning the engine on and continuing her quest.

After an hour, or maybe more, her Jeep dipped down into a small valley, the wheels groaning as they gripped the edges of the earth and lowered down the steep walls, leveling out just a few feet later. This valley was nothing compared to the depth of others throughout the refuge, its shallowness resting like the impression of a fingerprint in the sand. But as she turned off the engine and the lights, the familiar feeling washed over her. The game was over. Nestled in between the grassy walls, this was the darkest corner of the refuge tonight. She was sure.

She stood up on the driver’s seat, her feet sinking into the leather where she normally sat, pulling herself up using the bars that held up the Jeep’s canvas roof in the winter, abandoned for the summer so she could feel the beating sun, the unimpeded wind, and even the heavy rain. She wanted to experience the same elements as the animals, the bugs, and the grasses that she studied. Climbing over the back of her seat, she landed in the passenger area and dusted off one of the long benches before lying back and taking in her view.

She searched for constellations, and after finding the few she knew, she began to make up her own, drawing shapes and figures with the cosmos. She created a sheep, a bear, and even her mother, noticing a collection of stars that sloped downward at the same angle of her nose. The act calmed her, brought her back to herself, like each star burned a little bit through her shell of sadness about Sam.

A sound interrupted her stargazing, the white noise of the cicadas silenced in anticipation. She sat up, squinting up the walls of grass, searching for the source. It took a few moments for eyes to register their shapes in the darkness, the silhouettes of bison ambling past her valley, unaware of, or maybe just unconcerned by, her hiding spot. They uttered a few gentle huffs to each other as they strolled past, their hooves padding against the dirt. Ava smiled and wondered if they too had been playing her game, seeking the darkest corner of the refuge tonight. She lay back down and searched the stars for the bull constellation, the closest to a bison she could think of, as the hum of the cicadas returned.

But the sense of calm did not last long, the buzzing in Ava’s brain returning before the bison herd was even out of sight. She needed to take action, to seize the moment, to do something. She couldn’t go back to the cabin. The security office was always open, no matter how late. And she had questions that deserved answers. Her mother, her grandfather, Grace, they had all lied to her for years. If no one would tell her the truth, she would find it herself. She was done being good. Look how far that had gotten her: alone, isolated, left behind while everyone else her age moved on to bigger lives. She pushed Sam out of her mind, focusing on the task at hand, rushing back to the office where she pulled up the family tree and clicked on Cody’s name without allowing herself time to think.

“Hey,” Ava typed, “This is going to sound crazy, but I think we might be cousins?” She hit Send.
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AVA WOKE WITH a sense of possibility filling her chest, daydreams of family gatherings playing in her mind. She felt pulled to the computer for the first time in her life, yearning to be by the screen to see if Cody had replied. But instead, she was stuck out in the plains giving a tour to a group of girls from Boston on a bachelorette party. Ava counted down the minutes until she could abandon her Jeep and head back to the security office, but at least she didn’t mind the girls, who giggled to themselves and mostly wanted to pose for Instagram pictures. They were pleasant to Ava as she wove through the trees, content to chatter among themselves, leaving Ava’s mind free to drift to imagined scenarios about how Cody could respond to her message. She felt electric, a strange combination of fear and happiness, the fusion not resulting in neutrality, but steeped in potential. What’s going to happen next? Do I have a family out there? Why did my mother keep them from me? The questions wrapped around her body like ribbons tied a bit too tight.

As soon as the bachelorette group tittered back to their scheduled Pilates class, Ava sprinted to the security office and excitedly booted up the computer. She sat down among the piles of papers and worn photos and felt an air of possibility, like the office was an airlock between the refuge and the outside world. Her fingers tingled as she typed in the web address. A red notification greeting her when she logged onto the website, which she clicked immediately, her heart pounding.

Oh damn! This is wild. Peregrine family lore always talked about your side of the family, but I was never sure if you guys actually existed or if my dad made it up. I have about ten million questions. I’m in Montana, near Danes. Should we meet up?

Ava felt teary-eyed, absorbing the casualness of his message, like their shared DNA allowed an immediate familiarity. She clicked on his name and was taken to his profile picture. He was blond and looked only a few years older than her. He smiled toward the camera with his mouth closed, as if he had been caught in the moment rather than posing for it. It looked like he was sitting outside at a barbecue of some kind, paper plates strewn on the table in front of him and groups of people in the background holding red plastic cups as they chatted. Ava wondered if she was related to the other partygoers. The thought made her happy.

But then she reminded herself that there was some reason, some secret, that explained why Cody was a stranger to her. She typed Cody’s name into Google and found his Instagram and Facebook accounts, but both were private. She read an article from the local high school’s student paper that detailed their basketball season, where she learned that Cody played point guard. That was about all that existed of him on the internet. Next, she googled her grandfather, Layton Peregrine and learned even less, finding only a blurry photo of a large group of people standing in front of what looked like a church. She tried to make out the name of the congregation, but the image was too blurry, clearly taken in a time before digital cameras were popular, before everything was over-documented on the internet. The only other results were town records that listed his company as the lumber supplier, page after page of them. When she searched for Evelyn Aisling, nothing showed up at all.

She went back to the message with Cody, typing and retyping a message. But then she pictured her mother, she pictured Johnny, and she froze. She could not hit Send.

She would give her mother a chance to tell her the truth.



When Ava made it back to the cabin, her mother wasn’t inside. The wooden floors creaked under her steps, the only sounds disrupting the stillness. She pushed open the door to her mother’s bedroom, half expecting to find her asleep even though it was only nine. But the room was empty, save for the books stacked by her bedside and clothes flung over her desk chair. There was a new collection of crayon drawings done by kids from the childcare center cluttering her windowsill, the wrinkled edges bristling against each other thanks to the breeze from the ceiling fan. Some of the drawings had been gifted to Maeve, children’s renderings of the animals they had seen on their trip that were specifically drawn for her. But others were simply drawings that had been left behind in the daycare that she collected and brought home, insisting that it made her too sad to think about the drawings being abandoned and thrown away. For as long as Ava could remember, there were piles of these drawings all throughout their cabin that sat crinkled, worn, and collecting dust.

She found her mother on the porch, sipping a glass of wine.

“Hi, honey!” her mother called when she saw her. “Come sit with me.” Ava settled in the chair next to her, looking out at the tree in the center of the courtyard. One last chance, Ava thought.

“Can we talk?” Ava started.

“Always,” she replied. She was clearly in a good mood. Maybe it was the wine.

“I can’t stop thinking about that police report I found.” Ava watched her reaction, how her mother’s eyes narrowed as she looked straight ahead.

“I told you that was nothing,” she said plainly. “A misunderstanding.”

“I’m old enough to handle if there is a bigger story. I’m eighteen, I’m an adult. You don’t have to protect me.”

“There’s no story, besides the one I told you.” Maeve gulped her wine, still refusing to look Ava in the eyes.

“So you never lived anywhere besides the Amarant?”

“Of course not. You know that. I grew up here just like you, scampering among the wildflowers and tagging along for tours.” She closed her eyes, like she was imagining it, and smiled. She looked serene, which made Ava furious, the anger tingling in her fingers. I talked to Grandpa and I know you’re lying, she wanted to say—no, she wanted to scream. And I’m not some child you can keep in the dark. Some kid you can isolate away from family, away from society, away from everyone who isn’t you. She was about to yell it all out, to admit everything she knew, to tell the truth. But she stayed silent. If her mother was going to continue to lie to her, Ava could lie too. The realization calmed her. That’s what they had all done for years, wasn’t it? Her mother, Johnny, Grace, Lenny, all the adults in her life burying her in lies, making choices for her, treating her like a child. But now, she was finally taking control.

“I forgot something in the security office,” Ava said as she pushed herself out of the chair, already drafting the message to Cody in her mind. “Don’t wait up.”






Evelyn


1990
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LAYTON ARRIVED DURING their third week, while Evelyn was doing laundry. They had both packed a bag with a few sets of clothes, Evelyn a black duffel, Maeve a glittery pink backpack that they had bought in anticipation of kindergarten. They had decided to finally change their outfits, and Evelyn was cleaning the dirty ones with water from the sink, passing them to Maeve to lay flat on the counter to dry. A sound interrupted their chores, a loud clanking. Maeve and Evelyn stared at each other, their eyes wide in terror. Were the missiles finally here? What was that sound? But then they heard the creaking of the stairs and saw a pair of long legs making their way down.

“Layton!” she ran to him and wrapped her arms around his neck, standing on her tiptoes. “Thank God you’re okay.” She was so happy to see him, to hold him, to be free from the locked door at the top of the stairs. He peeled himself away from her, looking down.

“Oh no.” She put her hand to her mouth, her heart beating fast. “Did it really happen? What is happening up there?”

“It’s not good,” he shook his head.

“What do you mean?” she asked, panic spreading, images of desolation in her mind.

“Sandra keeps getting new messages. The end is coming, and soon, but he is weeding out the people of weak faith first. Testing our strength.”

“Oh,” Evelyn’s heart slowed. “But nothing has happened yet? Like, the world still stands out there?”

“For now. But we have to restock the bunkers. I’ve been out collecting money to buy more supplies, more batteries, more food. I’m trying to help people prepare for the long haul.”

“The long haul?” she repeated.

“Yeah,” he nodded. “Who knows how long we will have to shelter until we have proven ourselves.”

“So, we have to stay here?”

“Yes,” he nodded.

“But you’re just out there, walking around and living in the world and stopping by bunkers?” She didn’t mean for the question to sound accusatory, but she heard the judgment in her tone. It had been weeks since she had talked to another human besides Maeve.

“What do you mean?” he spat back, his tone suddenly harsh and biting.

“I didn’t mean anything.”

“I’m out there trying to save some lives,” he gritted, as he grabbed her wrist. “I’m risking my life for these people. For you.”

“I know, I know,” Evelyn felt the tears coming as she looked into those familiar wild eyes.

He looked down at Maeve and threw Evelyn’s wrists down, taking deep breaths as he stepped back and shook his head angrily. “I cannot believe you.”

“I’m sorry,” Evelyn whimpered, sitting down on the bed. “So what happens now?” she asked, using a higher pitched, lighter tone, trying to change the vibe and bring back her Layton, the one who had once been so protective of her.

“You wait until I come back with some more food,” he replied as he turned away. “That’s what happens.”

The creaking of the stairs filled the silence in the room. Evelyn could not bear to look at Maeve cowering by the counter. She put her hands on her knees. One, two, three, four, she thought to herself, taking a deep breath between each number, before her counting was interrupted by the clunk of the lock at the top of the stairs.



Their walkie-talkie died soon after Layton’s visit, its battery exhausted. But it did not really matter. No one had answers, just long rambling manifestos spewed out across the radio waves to anyone who dared voice a doubt. A few days ago, bunker three had called in to announce that their group left their hideaway and the world seemed safe. Bunker four responded with an hour-long prayer session over the radio waves to apologize to God for their compatriots’ lapsed faith, and to mourn their certain death and damnation. Evelyn felt nothing when the red light faded out on the top of the machine, preferring the peace and quiet.

The next time Layton visited, briefly and impersonally dropping off supplies, he brought Wheat Thins, which became a godsend. It turns out that crackers could be an amazing source of distraction. They allowed themselves each one salty square per day, and Maeve would always debate when was the best time for their daily treat. Sometimes she would ask for hers with lunch, but then she would think harder and decide that after dinner would be better, as it would give her something to look forward to. Evelyn did not care when she ate the cracker, she was just grateful for every single second of distraction that came with making the big decision, the conversation circles they went in considering what time was best that day.

When Maeve finally did decide that the time was right, she would sift through the box and select the crackers that she thought looked most appetizing, discussing their size, texture, and level of burntness. She would choose her mother’s first, handing it to her, then dive back in to start the process over and choose her own. When the selections had been made, she would close her eyes, using a trick that Evelyn had taught her to savor her food, telling her that by shutting her eyes, her sense of taste would be heightened. Evelyn did not know if there was any science to back up the statement, but she did know that the trick allowed her enough time to quietly sneak her cracker back into the box, extending their stash, and her daughter’s source of joy, by another day.

“Yum,” she would lie when Maeve opened her eyes. “You chose a really great one today, honey.”



“Ow,” Evelyn sliced her finger on the lid of the kidney beans, the can opener clattering to the ground.

“You okay?” Maeve asked, running to her side.

“I’m fine, just a little boo-boo,” Evelyn replied, sucking on her finger, oddly enjoying the salty taste of her sweat mixed with the blood.

“Let me fix you,” Maeve ran to their stack of toilet paper rolls in the corner and ripped off a long piece that floated in the air behind her like a kite as she skipped back across the room. She wrapped Evelyn’s finger tightly, then gave it a kiss while making an over-exaggerated Mwah! sound.

“All better?” she asked, looking up at her mother.

“All better,” Evelyn replied, tears welling in her eyes. This beautiful child should not stay down here a second longer. She deserved to be taking ballet lessons and going to kindergarten, to actually run in the fields that they dreamed up in their minds, not down in this mildewy basement wasting away. Fuck nuclear war—if that was ever true in the first place. It was time to go.

“Oh no, does it still hurt?” Maeve asked as she reached up and wiped away her mother’s tears.

“Just a little,” Evelyn replied, kissing her hand. She had to get them out of here. Climbing the steep stairs, she studied the thickness of the door. Even if they had something they could batter it with, she was not sure that it would give. She ran her hands along its edges, a further sinking feeling as she realized it stretched almost flush with its frame.

She went back downstairs to assess their materials. The room had been almost bare when they arrived, just the absolute necessities to fill it. Did he do this on purpose, the thought crept in, but she forced herself to push it aside when an idea came to her. She opened the cabinets underneath the sink, met by their overflowing trash can where a heap of discarded cans was growing every day. She picked up an empty container of lima beans. Its lid was barely hanging on, and she easily snapped the top off before running back upstairs to test her tool.

She wedged the thin metal lid into the gap between the door and the wall, running it down toward the lock. The lid hit the heavy deadbolt and stopped, blocked from sliding any further. Pulling down harder, she willed it to move, to slip between the lock and the wall, to let them escape. Please, she thought. Please. But she was the one that slipped, the lid staying put, two of her fingers sliced on the edge of the can before it clattered to the ground.

“Fuck,” she whispered as the blood started to well.

“You okay?” Maeve’s voice came from downstairs.

“I’m okay,” she replied, feigning cheer. “But can you help me with another boo-boo?”



She did not know how much time passed before the door unlocked again, because she stopped counting the days. She even ripped a label off a can, using the sticky paper to cover the blinking date on the clock that mocked her, some arbitrary collection of numbers that meant something to the outside world, but no longer meant anything to her. But it was plenty of time for Evelyn’s anger to grow and curdle. She suppressed it for Maeve, but the rage always boiled beneath her surface. She started to wonder if Layton even believed in this nuclear apocalypse, or whether he was just enjoying the power that came with being God’s little helper. She wondered if the other congregants had already emerged from their bunkers, free to do so, free to risk damnation, free to open the door.

His legs were visible first, and as he made it further down the stairs, she could see that he was holding a large cardboard box. It looked like it was filled with books, crayons, and papers. They would not be needing those. It was too late.

“We’re leaving,” she told him before he even made it to the bottom of the stairs.

“What?” he replied with a monotone icy calm.

“I said we’re leaving.” She pushed past him, grabbing Maeve’s hand as she rushed up the stairs, taking quick, determined steps. She could see the light seeping underneath the door, the proof of a world beyond their dungeon.

She made it up four stairs before she heard the box fall and felt herself being pulled backward by her hair. The pain registered only once she lay crumpled on the ground. She stayed crouched there, shielding her face with her arms, anticipating the next blow. She could see Maeve still on the stairs, her shoulders shaking.

But the blow did not come. Instead, he stared down at her and put out his hand, which she had no choice but to take, letting him pull her up. But once she was standing, he pulled her tight against his body, cupping his free hand around the back of her skull, jerking it toward him. His breath was warm.

“The next time you try something like that,” he whispered softly so only she could hear. “I’ll kill you.”

He released her head and pushed her away, letting her stumble back.

“She’s just a child.” Evelyn started to sob. How was this the same man who had once loved her, who was supposed to take care of her?

He looked at her, then up at Maeve, picking up the cardboard box he had carried down only minutes ago. Reaching into it, he pulled out a single book at random and threw it toward Maeve’s feet, where it fluttered open then fell down to the bottom of the stairs.

“I’ll give the rest to people who will be more grateful.” He bore into Evelyn with his eyes, then started back up the stairs, pushing past Maeve, leaving mother and daughter to run toward each other, twisted into one, the sound of their sobs masking the inevitable click of the lock above them.



“Can you read to me, Mommy?” Maeve’s voice peeped up from the corner, where she was lying on the floor, her red pen in hand. The doodling had only distracted her for an hour today, instead of the regular two.

“Sure, honey,” Evelyn responded. The book that Layton had thrown at Maeve’s feet was called The Boxcar Children, the first in a series of mystery novels about a ragtag group of siblings who had been orphaned and moved into an abandoned boxcar in the woods. In addition to all that hardship, for some reason Evelyn could not quite grasp, the group also solved mysteries together. Maeve loved it, begging her mother throughout the day to read chapters aloud. But Evelyn was exhausted. She felt her sanity slipping away with each word she read, even though she delighted Maeve with the different voices she used for each character. Her dreams started to become strange amalgams of her life and the life of these children, and sometimes when she woke up in the morning she thought she was in a boxcar, until the smell of mildew brought her back to reality. Evelyn sat down on the bed and turned to the folded page where they had stopped during their latest time reading it, opening the book wide to hear the satisfying crack of its spine. She picked up where they left off, inventing a new squeaky voice for the youngest child that made Maeve laugh.

But the story was interrupted by something, a new sound, a new visitor, a new cadence of footsteps climbing down the stairs, light patters quickly descending, Evelyn’s heart racing in anticipation until Elizabeth appeared at the bottom of stairs. Evelyn had never felt such elation, the relief spilling out from her in deep sobs. Elizabeth could help them.

“Thank God,” Evelyn said through the happy tears. “Thank God you’re here.”

“You look awful.” Elizabeth looked her up and down, taking in her emaciated frame. “You must really need this.” She held up a plastic bag full of cans and protein bars. Evelyn felt like she might throw up.

“No.” Evelyn took deep steadying breaths. “We don’t need that, we need to leave. You have to help us leave. We have to get out of here. We have to leave.” Her voice kept rising as she repeated herself, over and over again. “We have to leave. We have to leave.”

Elizabeth interrupted her pleading with a single word. “No,” she said coolly, looking Evelyn right in her eyes. The room fell silent. That’s when Evelyn noticed how pulled together she looked in her meticulously matched outfit: no gaunt cheeks, no brittle shaking arms, no stringy hair.

“Is everyone else out in the world? Did anything happen? What’s happening up there? Are we the only ones still buried underground?”

Elizabeth did not reply.

“How could you do this?” Evelyn stammered, her voice now barely a whisper. “How could you do this to another woman? Another family?”

“I could ask you the same thing. Layton told me what happened.” Elizabeth threw the bag of food at her feet. “How could you try to destroy a family? To steal a husband, a father?”

She did not wait for an answer, climbing the stairs quickly, locking the door. No one is going to save us. Evelyn realized. She stood frozen, her face still wet with the foolish tears of joy.






Ava


Present Day
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STARING ACROSS THE parking lot toward the mountains, Ava searched for the faint outline of the fence, its black spears a nearly imperceptible adornment to the horizon. It had been years since she had even noticed them, their repetitive shape disappearing into the landscape. But once she spotted them, it was all she could see. When Ava was young, the fences upset her, their worn metal rusting at the tips, towering over her like something sinister out of a fairy tale. Her mother would tell her that they were just meant to keep others out, and she believed her. But now, she felt like they were actually meant to keep her in. With each breath, she felt like the weight of the air collected in her lungs, pinning her down. Today she couldn’t wait to get beyond their gates, to push off the oppressiveness of the Amarant. To meet up with Cody.

As she gripped the steering wheel, she felt like the Jeep was driving her, forcing her toward the front gate. Finally, Ava heard herself think. The trees and grass cheered her on as the scenery hurtled past her. When she arrived at the gate she didn’t think of an alibi, she simply waved to the security guard who pressed a button that ordered the iron doors to swing out, releasing her from the Amarant. It all seemed so easy, because it was. The man sitting at the gate had pressed the same button thirty times that day, and Ava’s arrival was not interesting in any way, extreme only in its ordinariness. She read the mundanity on his face and she flushed with embarrassment, anger at her own naivety rising in her throat like bile.

Pressing the gas, she inched toward the road that ran perpendicular to their entrance. No flourish, no fanfare. The car glided onto the pavement, the wheels seemingly rejoicing at its flatness. That’s when her anxiety kicked in. Her grip on the wheel tightened as she tried to stay within the road’s bright yellow stripes, shocked that driving the rugged terrain of the refuge was easier than containing her Jeep within these lines. She glanced in the rearview mirror and noticed a pickup truck driving within feet of her, its rusted red nose nearly at her bumper. Was this normal? Her heart started to race. To drive so close to other cars? Before she could think about it further, the car zoomed into the opposing lane, passing her and speeding off.

She pictured the way Sam drove, a single hand holding the bottom of the wheel, leaning back in his seat while stealing glances at her, and envied his calmness, that driving this road was commonplace for him. Sam. She pushed his memory away. They had barely spoken since that afternoon in the Visitor Center.

Her destination appeared at the first traffic light, its neon sign beckoning her over. It was the Italian restaurant that she and Sam had driven by, the one where the family sat framed in the window. She flipped on her blinker and turned into the lot, choosing a parking spot far from the entrance where it seemed okay that her car rested crooked, inching into the next space over. She checked the clock. She was fifteen minutes early, just like she wanted to be.

The restaurant’s interior was simple. Ava was used to the grandeur of the Amarant, the high ceilings and reclaimed wooden walls that boasted light fixtures the hospitality team had spent months sourcing from Europe. Here, the walls were painted in a pale green that clashed with the darker green fabric covering the seats of the booths. There was very little decor besides a few photos hanging in mismatched frames and three pennants pinned against the farthest wall. Ava loved it. No one had focus-grouped the colors or sat through a PowerPoint about fabric choices.

A sign at the entrance encouraged her to please be seated, so she slid into the same booth that she had seen from the road. A few moments later, a woman strolled in from the back room, which was separated by a swinging door, smiling when she spotted Ava. She must have been in her fifties, her gray hair swept up into a ponytail and a navy blue apron tied around her waist. Ava wondered if she was the one who chose the paint color.

“Hi, sweetie,” the woman said, making Ava feel like a little girl. “Tap water okay with you?”

“Sure,” Ava replied, which sent the woman back through the swinging door.

Ava looked around the room and pictured what it would be like to be a regular. She could have had friends to run into, maybe a family sitting at the booth that would call her over, insisting she pull up a chair so they could all share a meal. The waitress returned with a pitcher, lingering over the table as she filled Ava’s glass. “So, do you live around here, honey?” she asked.

“Yeah,” Ava replied, not wanting to get into the whole line of questioning.

“Where?” the woman asked.

“The Amarant,” Ava admitted.

“Wow.” The woman looked shocked, then delighted. “Ms. Fancy Pants! I’ve never met anyone who lives there.”

“I work there, so it makes sense,” Ava replied, not in the mood to chat. “It’s not that fancy, I promise.”

“Whatever you say, sweetheart.” The woman shrugged, uninterested in a debate, moving on to a family sitting at the next table over.

That’s when the door swung open, and Ava’s heart started to race. They did kind of look alike, she realized. He was waifish, both taller and skinnier than she imagined, his delicate blond hair tucked behind his ears, a blue henley hanging off his thin frame. He was about Ava’s age, maybe a few years older. When he saw her, he broke into a huge grin.

“Must be Ava, right?” He went in for a hug.

He seems nice, she thought. I have a cousin and he is nice. “So great to meet you,” she said, her mind already racing with questions. “This is so crazy.”

“I cannot believe that website led to this.” He gestured toward her. “I made the tree because my dad was always curious about all the, well … family lore. Never thought it would actually lead somewhere.”

Cody slid into the booth, and it felt like they were straight past the pleasantries already, old friends ready to dive in.

“Does your dad know that you’re here?” Ava asked. “What did he say?”

Cody looked uncomfortable. “I promise it is really fine.” He paused after his disclaimer. “But my dad passed away a few years ago. It felt too weird to put that in an awkward message online, but, yeah.”

“I am so sorry.” Ava didn’t know what to say.

“It’s okay. Really. He had cancer. It progressed quickly, which I think was better for both him and us.”

“That is awful.” Ava looked down at her shoes, unsure what the protocol was for consoling a family member that you’d just met.

“But hey. It is so nice to meet you.” He looked at her and smiled with his mouth closed, like his profile picture, which put her at ease.

“Okay, order of business.” Cody continued as he flagged down the waitress. “First we order pizza. Then we figure out if we’re related.” Ava laughed. Cody made it so easy to be comfortable, so easy to forget that there must be a reason he was a stranger to her. A reason why she had been kept from an entire branch of her family. Ava kept reminding herself of that, bracing herself to learn what was so wrong with the Peregrines.

Ava was relieved when he started with simple chatter. He told her about how he’d grown up in the town of Danes and had one older sister who moved to Colorado. He worked for his grandfather’s lumber business and hoped to take over the company one day.

The waitress interrupted their small talk, smirking as she put down the pizza slices. “Not as fancy as the food on the Amarant, but you’ll like it even better, I promise.”

“Are you a regular at the Amarant or something?” he asked, confused.

“She lives there!” The waitress nodded toward Ava as she walked back toward the kitchen.

Ava’s cheeks were burning. She had still been deciding how much to reveal about her life.

“The Amarant? Really?” Cody’s eyes were wide.

“Yeah,” Ava replied. “I work there too.”

“That’s awesome. I’ve always wanted to go.”

“It has its downsides.”

“Seems epic to me.”

A silence settled between them, and Ava struggled to find the right words to launch into the next part of their conversation. The hard part.

“Time to trade secrets about our family?” Cody laughed, broaching the topic for her.

Our family. The phrase made Ava smile. “I have basically no secrets to trade. My mom has told me, well, nothing.”

“She’s never mentioned my grandpa?” Cody raised his brow, as if he didn’t believe her.

“Never. I know nothing about him.”

“Really?” Cody still looked skeptical.

“Really. She’s not one to open up.”

“Well, you’re in luck.” Now he was grinning. “Because I’m the proud family gossip. Where should I start?”

“My mom? Do people know about her?”

“Yes, although it was all very hush-hush.” Cody stopped, catching himself. “How deep into the details do you want?”

“Tell me everything,” Ava replied.

They sat for an hour, maybe more, Ava peppering Cody with follow-up questions. Cody told her about her grandmother, Evelyn, and how she was unwell, a word he chose carefully, said in a hush, the implications clear. Apparently, Evelyn never told Maeve’s father, Layton, that she was pregnant. They’d been broken up for years when she showed up with a seven-year-old and surprised him with the news. He tried to be a good guy, Cody emphasized, to look after both of them as much as he could, even though he had his own wife and kids. But then, Evelyn completely lost her mind. “There’s no delicate way to put it. But she went nuts,” he grimaced. “The details are hazy, but apparently in her, uh, state, she decided that she wanted nothing to do with my grandpa and fell off the grid. Even though he’d done so much for her. There were rumors she killed herself. And no one could find Maeve. Until, well, now.”

Ava was stunned. It all makes so much sense. Her mind was racing, picturing the scene. Her mother arrived at the Amarant, discarded there by her insane mother, Evelyn, and Johnny—who took in every stray animal he could—decided to let her stay, to become his daughter, after he’d lost his own daughter and wife. And everyone there, that tight little group of “lifers,” went along with it until the lie felt more real than the truth. It all makes so much sense, Ava felt like she might cry with relief. She finally understood.

“Wait.” Ava’s heart raced. The Peregrines weren’t so bad after all. Her mom was lied to, manipulated, confused. “She never knew her father might be looking for her. Evelyn must have made her turn on him, she was probably too young to really understand her mother’s illness.” She was talking so fast she was out of breath. “But now, maybe she can finally know that he was looking for her. Know that she was wanted, not abandoned. We could introduce them.” She stopped, her eyes wild.

“Totally,” Cody shifted in his chair. “But don’t mention it just yet? I haven’t brought it up with anyone besides my mom. And I’m sure my grandpa would have to talk about it with my grandma. And it’s not her favorite topic …” Cody was the one rambling now. “So basically, I wouldn’t want her to get your mom’s hopes up unless a meeting was definitely going to happen, you know?

“Of course,” Ava promised. She’d gone eighteen years without extended family, she could wait longer. “But you will talk to him?”

“Promise.” Cody nodded. “Shit, I gotta go.” He was looking at the clock on his phone. “But let’s continue this conversation. Maybe at the Amarant? I’d love to visit.”

“Maybe,” Ava replied, not sure how she could realistically pull that off.

“And this stays just between us, right?”

“Right.” She nodded.

“Our own family secret.” He smiled and stood and gave her a huge bear hug. “This is exciting. See you soon.” She was amazed at how comfortable she felt with him already. Maybe it was their bloodlines, acting as adhesive between them.

As she pulled out of the parking lot and drove back home, she realized she felt lighter, like she was spread out past the expanse of the refuge, no longer stuck carrying so much of herself in one place.
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AVA HAD SPENT a week mulling over the news. She tried to be rational. She tried to pick apart Cody’s story, to find its flaws, its gaps. But it all made so much sense. She had to avoid her mother, because every time she saw her, she felt like she might yell out the good news. You were not abandoned, she wanted to wrap her in a hug and whisper in her ear. You have a father, a decent man, who was looking for you, is still looking for you. We have family. We don’t have to be so alone. But she could not betray Cody’s trust. She had to wait, at least until after today.

Cody had been messaging her almost daily asking when he could come see the Amarant. She put off answering, worried about them being seen, about the questions that might arise from her traipsing around with a stranger. But her excitement drowned her worry, and, yesterday, she agreed. The risk was worth it. Her family could expand exponentially, if she could just convince him to talk to his grandpa—her goal of their meetup today. The thought fluttered as she swept her hair into a ponytail and grabbed her keys.

The air in the refuge was damp, making Ava feel sticky and weighed down as soon as she stepped outside. The flower boxes had exploded with purple blooms since she last noticed them, the petals curved up toward the sky like baskets collecting the sun. Ava knelt down by the box and broke off one of the smaller stems, first tucking it behind her ear, then changing her mind and placing it gingerly in her front pocket with the head peeking out.

A wave of nervous excitement washed over her as she climbed into the Jeep. Adjusting the mirror, she looked at the cabin behind her. The rocking chair on the porch bobbed gently in the wind, swaying in unison with the tree branches that hung above. She pressed on the gas, letting the Jeep whip the air around her. A veil was lifting that had been over her eyes for her entire life, and now she could see the world more clearly. She pressed harder on the pedal, rushing toward the eastern gates like she was attached to a rope being pulled toward their imposing iron locks.

She had a plan to make sure that no one saw Cody, that no one asked any questions. All guests arrived through the front gates. Ava had considered that route, but coming in that way would require Cody to check in with the guards, sign his name, and receive a pass. For once in her life, she was determined to keep everyone at the refuge out of her business. Specifically, there was one person she wanted to keep this visit from, and any news from the gates would easily find its way right back to her creaking cabin. This would be easier. The eastern edge of the refuge backed up against a fancy neighborhood with sprawling backyards that were filled with things like trampolines and playsets. The security team’s loop used to run along the entire perimeter of the land, but years ago the guards had started turning sooner and sooner before the neighborhood, saving time on the most boring and least threatening part of their drive. What started as laziness matured into the new normal, and now tire tracks marked the official security loop about two miles away from the gate where Ava was parked now.

She had sent Cody instructions in their messages, telling him to park in the fancy neighborhood and meet her by the house with the swing set shaped like a castle, the landmark she used to find the swinging gate that blended in with the miles of rusting metal surrounding the refuge. In all her years wandering to the farthest edges of the land, Ava had never seen a child use that swing set. It had two fake tower peaks built in dark brown wood, framing a green slide that twisted around itself twice before reaching the ground. I wonder what it was like to grow up like that, she thought to herself. As she wondered, she saw Cody emerge from behind the house. He spotted her first, his face breaking into a huge grin. Ava waved back while fiddling with the lock on the gate, using the key she had swiped from the security office last night. She struggled with the bolt, grateful for an activity to fill the time as he made his way toward her. When he reached the other side of the gate, Ava was still struggling with the latch, which had rusted over. “I feel like I’m visiting someone in a jail yard.” He grabbed onto the poles of the fence and pretended to rattle them, and Ava laughed while she swung the giant troublesome gate open, wide enough for a truck to fit through with deliveries.

“Welcome to the Amarant!” she opened her arms, signaling to the land.

“So cool to be here.” He scanned the horizon and looked past Ava toward the trees in the distance. His eyes were wide as he drank in the scenery. “How about a tour for your favorite, and most recently discovered, cousin?” he asked.

Ava took comfort in the familiarity of the Jeep. She ran her hands over the puckered steering wheel and settled into the driver’s seat, grateful for the way the chair gave to her shape. Cody’s head was on a swivel as they started driving, whipping each way to take in the magnitude of the land. It reminded her of how she used to try to see everything all at once when she rode with Johnny as a kid.

“This place is awesome,” he said. “I can’t believe you get to live here.”

“I know, right?” she replied with pride. “So you’ve never been before?”

“No, never.” He was staring in awe toward the river. “And I have about a million questions about this place.”

“Luckily, you’re related to the newest tour guide,” Ava replied.

The Jeep’s wheels curved with the dips in the river, taking them along a route Ava had planned in advance where she could guarantee they would not run into anyone. He peppered her with questions as they drove, tossing off inquiries about the animals, the tourists, her favorite routes to take. She started to feel at ease with him, even in the silences that followed his questions, as she watched him take in the beauty of the refuge, scanning the horizon in wonder like she had done so many times before.

As they approached the towering rock formation, she tried to ignore her guilt. Behind the wall of rock was the herd of bighorn sheep, grazing on the last remnants of the spring field’s grasses. Not only was she lying to her mother by meeting up with Cody, but now she was devaluing their special space. They were only supposed to visit the sheep together.

The choice was more practical than sentimental. She knew that the sheep were currently gathered in a field so far east that she could be certain she and Cody would be alone, undisturbed by the refuge’s many watchful eyes. The herd was grazing near the eastern tree line, dipping down to eat the grass while their stubby tails whipped away flies with both precision and nonchalance, the males lowering and raising their giant horns with ease. Cody’s eyes were wide. “How do you know where they are when you’re giving tours? This is amazing,” he asked.

“You don’t really know exactly, but you can guess that it will be somewhere around here. This area is always a favorite of theirs in spring. It’s the first place that the grass really starts to grow. And where there is grass, you will find sheep. That’s a safe bet,” she felt herself rambling, but kept going. “But you can tell they are getting ready to move on, the grass is thinning out.”

“You know everything,” he shook his head, almost in disbelief.

“I know a lot about a very specific place.”

“Good place to know.” Cody was lost in the scenery.

“Can I ask you,” Ava started tentatively. “Have you thought about when you were going to talk to your grandpa?”

“You’re asking that question wrong.” Cody smiled toward her. “He is technically your grandfather too, remember?”

“Right. So weird.”

“But to answer your question … No. I haven’t figured it out yet.”

“Oh,” Ava replied, deflated.

“I will soon,” Cody reassured her. “Promise.”

“When, do you think?”

“Just gotta get the timing right, you know? But soon.” He could tell Ava looked disappointed. “Maybe tonight?”

“That would be amazing.” Ava beamed at him. “I can’t wait to tell my mom.”

“I’ll tell you as soon as I talk to him,” he promised.

“What’s he like?”

“Hmm …” Cody paused, chuckling to himself. “That is a tough question. Honestly? He can be a bit of a crank. It’s not that he is a bad guy. He’s just closed off.”

“Even to you?” Ava couldn’t help but sound a bit disappointed, her vision of her mother and unknown grandfather reconciling becoming cloudier.

“He lets me in more than others, but still …” Cody looked lost in thought for a moment, but then sat up straight and shook his head. “I shouldn’t complain. He’s good to me. He let me live with him for a few months after my dad died, and he let me pick up extra cash working for him. He cares about his community. He cares about the world. Now I feel guilty.”

“Don’t feel guilty. You’re supposed to be able to talk freely with family, right?”

“Right,” Cody responded, but still looked lost in thought. For the first time, Ava recognized herself in him. Not because of their genes, necessarily, but because of their situations. Two children kept at arm’s length from their family. She wanted to reach out and hug him, but she knew that would be too strange.

“Okay, let’s trade off questions.” She decided to offer him the comfort of changing the subject instead. “What’s your next question about the Amarant?”







CHAPTER
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AVA’S SECRET PULSED throughout her entire body as she pushed open the wooden doors into the restaurant. It made her feel powerful. Scanning the room, she realized that her entire family was not contained in the refuge tonight; somewhere Cody was wandering outside the fences. He might be telling their grandfather right now. I exist outside these walls, she thought. There was a new bartender working the staff shift, but Ava confidently ordered a vodka soda, and the woman didn’t pause before grabbing a glass. As the drink burned down Ava’s throat, she wondered if this newfound power made her seem older. She felt older, which she knew was absurd, but the gulf between who she had been just weeks ago felt incongruous with the amount of time that had passed.

She scanned the room, noting that, oddly, her mother had not arrived yet. Ava was relieved, happy to have a few more minutes without having to hide from her. Sam was standing in the corner, nursing a beer at a high-top. He smiled and waved when he saw her, and Ava reluctantly went over. She was still embarrassed about how upset she had gotten when he told her he was leaving.

“Gearing up for the big move?” She pretended things were normal.

“I haven’t even started packing,” he replied. “I’ve gotta get started.”

“You must be excited.”

“I’ll miss this place though. These are good people.”

She scanned the crowd, wondering what it would feel like in Sam’s shoes, to be leaving this group behind. Johnny was standing in the corner, towering above the crowd. He caught her eye and smiled.

“You know, you’re the talk of the town tonight,” Sam said playfully.

“Oh, yeah? How so?”

“Heard you move on fast.” He took a swig from his beer. “Touring some mystery man around the Amarant today.”

Ava felt the color drain from her face. She thought they had been careful, using the back gate, avoiding eyes.

“Making me jealous, right before I leave?” Sam continued, with a smile that told her he was teasing.

“It’s not like that,” Ava stammered.

“Come on, Ava, it’s okay.”

“No, really, I promise.” She didn’t know what to say. She’d been so careful. Who else saw them?

“I’m just joking around, seriously.” He could tell she was upset. “I hope he’s cool.”

“No, no. That was my cousin,” she stammered, her head spinning. Ava wasn’t sure why she said it, a split-second decision that she had not realized she was making until it was too late. Her heart sank. It wasn’t supposed to be like this.

“Huh?” He looked confused. “I thought you didn’t have relatives.”

“I don’t. Or I didn’t, until now. It’s a lot to explain.”

The hum of conversation in the room was suddenly giving her a headache. She made eye contact with a concierge at the table next to them, who quickly looked away, pretending he had not been eavesdropping. She suddenly felt dizzy. Had anyone else heard? How many people were talking about her? How soon until her mom found out?

“I have to go.” Ava pushed herself away from the table, ignoring the eyes like spotlights that followed her through the room, leaving a confused Sam alone with his drink.

“Everything okay?” Johnny called to her as she rushed past him. But she didn’t reply, she couldn’t take the time, letting the floorboards announce her departure as the door to the restaurant slammed closed behind her.

When she got outside, the cool air washed over her. She had to get to her mother, to tell her in her own words, before some twisted version of the story made it back to her. Even though Cody had told her to wait until he spoke to his grandfather, Ava was sure he’d say yes to meeting her. Why wouldn’t he want to reconnect with his daughter?

But when she arrived in front of her cabin, she stood at a distance, paralyzed. The cheery sprays of purple blooms in the flower boxes mocked her. She felt in her pocket for the stem she had picked earlier, but it was empty, the flower abandoned somewhere in the dirt.

She climbed the cabin stairs two at a time, launching herself through the door, startling her mother, who was putting on her coat, about to head to the staff gathering.

“Are you okay?” her mother asked.

“Yes, I have some exciting news.” Ava was out of breath. “Can you sit down?”

Maeve went to the couch, her brow furrowed, unnerved by her daughter’s manic energy. Ava smiled, trying to put her at ease. This wasn’t how she imagined it, but it was still good news she got to share.

“What’s going on?” her mother asked.

“I’m good, I’m great, actually.” Ava took a deep breath, collecting herself before she started. “So, do you know about those websites where you can find out more about your extended family?” Ava explained it all, telling her about the family tree, about Cody, about Layton. Her words got faster and faster until she was breathless once she finally reached the end and looked up. Her mother’s face was completely still, like it was carved in stone.

“What did you do?” Maeve whispered, her eyes wide.

Maybe she doesn’t understand, Ava thought.

“Your father was looking for you,” Ava explained again. “He didn’t abandon you.”

“Does he know? Does Layton know where I am?” her mother asked desperately, her hands shaking.

“No,” Ava replied, confused. “Cody didn’t want to tell him yet.”

“Good.” Relief washed over her mother’s face, her chest rising and falling as she gasped for air. “Do you trust him? This boy?”

“This is all good news,” Ava told her, confused by her reaction. “We have family out there. Real family.”

“Those people are not my family,” her mother spat. “That story. That’s not what happened.” Her whole body was trembling now.

Ava felt like she was a little girl being scolded. She still didn’t understand why what she did was so wrong. She wanted to stand up for herself, but instead, she felt tears stinging down her cheeks. She started to stammer, but no words came out.

“My mother was strong,” Maeve continued, digging her fingers into her knees. “How dare he tell that story as if he knew her? And you believed a stranger? How dare you?”

How had this all gone so wrong? Ava thought she might throw up. She couldn’t be here in this cabin, breathing in this toxic air, staring at her mother, wondering what she did wrong. She needed to be alone. She stumbled toward the door.

“Ava!” her mother called after her, but she was already running.



Ava let the grasses nip at her ankles and the fireflies part for her in the air as she focused on the quickest route to the security office, pulled to the one place where she could be promised solitude. During full moons, the Amarant took on an almost magical quality. The peaks of trees glittered under the moonlight, and the shadows looked richer and deeper in contrast. But tonight, everything looked sinister. Shadows stretched long on the dirt in front of her, and cicadas hissed in a cacophonous rhythm, singing a dissonant death march. The taste of the vodka soda burned in her mouth, making her nauseous. When the office door finally swung open, instead of being met by the emptiness she craved, Johnny’s imposing frame filled the cramped room.

“I thought I might find you here.” His brow was knitted together. “What’s going on? Why’d you run out earlier?”

The tears came as soon as Ava looked into his eyes, like she was just a little girl blubbering up at him when she skinned her knee or lost a toy. She buried herself in his shoulder, letting him circle his arms around her, steadying her as she cried.

“I didn’t mean to hurt her,” she whispered. It was all she could get out before breaking down again. Once she collected herself, she told him everything, through her gulping sobs. “I am so sorry, I believed him,” she whispered as she finished the story.

“This is my fault.” Johnny’s voice dropped to a whisper, and she couldn’t tell if he was talking to her or to himself. “I should have told you. Mallory or Winona would have never let this happen.”

“I still don’t understand what I did wrong.”

Johnny took a deep breath. “Your grandpa is a bad man. A very bad man. I never met him, but I heard about him. And that’s why I wanted to help your mother stay away from him. That’s what she wanted, what she needed to be safe.”

“But Cody said—”

“Cody lied. Or was lied to too,” Johnny offered.

“What do we do now?” Ava’s chest hurt, exhausted from all the crying.

“Tell this kid Cody not to talk to his grandpa, first off. You don’t have to explain why. Then …” He searched for a plan he didn’t yet have. “Then we take it a day at a time. I’ll talk to your mom. I’ll talk to security.”

“Okay.”

“Hey,” Johnny reached out and grabbed Ava’s face between his hands, forcing her to look him in the eyes. “I love you, Av. You are a great kid. You made a mistake that you didn’t understand. Your mother and I shouldn’t have kept secrets from you, and for that, I’m sorry. And we will deal with this. Nothing more we can do tonight besides dust ourselves off.”

It was a classic Johnny pep talk, short, a little brusque, but she knew he loved her, and it helped.

“Thanks,” she whispered, and he dropped his hands. Maybe she would be okay. Maybe her mother would forgive her.

“So how did you find this cousin, anyway?” he asked with curiosity, leaning forward, as Ava took deep, calming breaths. She knew what he was doing, trying to distract her into calming down.

“The internet, believe it or not.” Ava let out a half laugh, remembering the time Johnny needed her help to order a book online because he couldn’t find the shopping cart icon. “Ever heard of it?”

“Barely,” he joked. “What was this cousin like? For all we know he’s a saint.”

“He’s nice.” She stopped. “I feel weird talking about it. Like it’s supposed to be some big secret that I even know he exists.”

“Secrets haven’t gotten us very far, have they? Tell me about him.”

“You want a visual?” Ava asked, turning toward the computer. She logged into Ancestry.com and pulled up Cody’s profile. Johnny stood up to get a closer look at the blond boy who smiled back at them.

“Hmm,” Johnny’s forehead was creased in contemplation. “Who is that guy?” He was pointing to someone in the background of the photo, a fellow partygoer caught mid-conversation behind Cody.

“I don’t know,” Ava responded. “Just someone at this gathering. They could be related though.” The man had light gray hair that looked like it must have been blond before age set in. He was handsome in an understated way, his blue eyes captivating even from the background of a photo. She searched his features, comparing his nose to Cody’s, recognizing the angle at which they both sloped down.

“He looks familiar,” Johnny stood back and crossed his arms. “I feel like I’ve seen that face before.”

“Same, actually.” It only took a few moments before the realization hit her, and nearly took her breath away. “Like right there.”

Ava pointed behind the computer, where the corkboard full of mugshots and grainy images that populated “Lenny’s Most Wanted Wall” was hanging. She had seen that board so many times in her life, spent so much time under its gaze in this very spot, that it faded into the background, as if it were white paint on the wall. But it came to life now, and pinned right in the middle was a younger version of the partygoer, his wispy hair and pointed nose making the resemblance unmistakable.

Without saying a word, Johnny unpinned the photo, flipped it over and placed it on the desk between them. Scrawled on the back was a note in Lenny’s handwriting: Layton Peregrine, it read. Bighorn sheep poacher. 1986 attack suspect. Never caught. Banned from premises.

“Layton Peregrine,” Johnny whispered to himself. “That is Layton Peregrine?”

“Does that mean …” Ava flipped the photo back over, staring into his blue eyes.

“Yes,” Johnny put his hand on Ava’s shoulder. “Your grandfather.”

Ava was crying again, the tears falling onto the photo and staining its edges. She didn’t want to admit her mistake, to reveal her naivety. Embarrassment burned in her cheeks. She gulped. “I showed Cody where the bighorns graze. I basically told him they would be there only for the next day or two.”






Evelyn


1990
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EVELYN STARED AT their pyramid of canned goods, trying to notice all the different colors in their labels. This was what passed for entertainment in the basement, all these weeks in. She was imagining what pigments she would combine to paint them, and how many different mixes she would have to make. Anything to avoid the other thoughts. The can of kidney beans was especially interesting to her, because the light hit each individual bean differently, meaning every single one would need its own palette of darks and lights. There could be hundreds of color combinations, she realized in awe. Is this what it feels like to go insane? Evelyn wondered next, registering the absurdity of her thoughts. A slow drip from a leaky faucet, each drop pooling until one day you drown without even noticing. The image of a faucet filled her mind, made up of eight different shades of gray. Drip. Drip. Drip.

“I won’t let us drown,” Evelyn continued her internal dialogue aloud, startling Maeve, who was coloring in the corner.

“What?” Maeve responded, confused. But Evelyn did not answer. She was busy. She was full of energy. Layton had once held the power of her self-perception, holding the mirror that Evelyn saw herself through. If he thought she was special, she was special. If he loved her, she was worthy of love. If he said the world was ending, the world might be ending. But she did not care what he thought anymore. He’s pathetic, she realized. And you are strong.

She rushed to the corner of the room, where they kept the duffel bag, the paltry collection of crayons and coloring books and clothing she had brought down with them. She remembered packing the box, thinking that she was prepping for just a few days. Now, every page of every coloring book was filled with scribbles from crayons that had been worn down to stubs. At the bottom of the box was a folder of all their important documents. It normally lived in her desk drawer, but she had thrown it into their box of supplies just in case. It had their birth certificates, Evelyn’s driver’s license, Maeve’s baby photos, an envelope of cash. Evelyn rifled through all of these, looking for the glossy pamphlet she knew was tucked in the back pocket. The one she had put there years ago. She unfolded the creases and spread the page out on the bed next to them. She was met with wide grins and smiling faces, some kind of tour group photographed on a mountain peak, a khaki-clad tour guide in the center. “Are you ready for an adventure?” the pamphlet asked. “Spend your next vacation at the Amarant Hotel and Wildlife Refuge!”

Her friend Mallory had stuffed the pamphlet in her hands at the grocery store the day she officially quit, after weeks of them discussing if she should really move for her husband’s job. “If you ever need a place to stay. A safe place. There are directions on the back.” Mallory pulled her into a hug. Evelyn did not know what to say. Sure, Layton got angry, but he never hit her. Mallory was just overreacting to a story about his yelling. But looking down at the brochure, she felt peaceful. She said nothing, just slipped the paper in her back pocket, and kept stacking boxes of oatmeal. But she held on to it. It stayed tucked in her desk drawer, then moved with her to the studio apartment. Eventually, she slid it into the folder where she kept her most important documents. Even though she and Mallory had lost touch when their occasional phone calls had abruptly ended two years back, she knew that the offer had no expiration date. That Mallory would always be there to welcome them, her kindness transcending any lack of contact. And Evelyn also knew something Mallory did not know, something almost no one knew: Layton was banned from the Amarant Hotel.

Evelyn had put it together after the strange conversation she overheard months ago, when Layton told Elizabeth that the refuge had upped security since his last visit and that he wasn’t going to try again. He had never told Evelyn he was a poacher, but she knew. Even when they first started dating, he would go off for hunting weekends with his buddies, returning with a suspicious amount of spending money and a good mood. “They really just help the circle of life,” he told her once, pointing to a headline about a poacher arrested for killing a mountain lion. “There are not enough predators anymore in some of these areas. The rules against poaching are really just the government trying to control people.” She’d heard about the attack on the sheep at the Amarant and wondered if he was responsible. But she had never thought about the implications, until today.

A place with security, a place where Layton cannot go. Where her friend Mallory lived.

Evelyn looked down at the paper in her hand, the advertisement for the Amarant, her hands shaking with excitement. The people in the photo looked so happy. She traced their smiles with her fingers and wondered what it must feel like to be on top of a mountain, to breathe in fresh air, to feel the sun beating down. A lanky tour guide in the center of the photo was making a cheesy thumbs-up sign toward the camera, which made Evelyn smile. A place where Layton cannot go, the repeated thought filled her body with sunlight, a salve to the ache of regret. She pictured pine trees and rose bushes. She pictured holding Maeve’s hand as they walked by a river. She pictured waving to the security guards, the ones who knew what he looked like, the ones who would keep him away. She pictured the faucet, the slow leak stopping, no more drip, drip, drip. How much longer until we can leave? she thought. How much longer?

The rest of their day progressed along their normal routine: they forced down two chalky protein bars for dinner, brushed their teeth, and then cuddled up for bed. But Evelyn did not sleep that night, her mind distracted by the pamphlet. If no one was going to save them, could they save themselves? The possibility bubbled inside of her. She pictured the smiling faces from the paper, the hands thrown in the air, the freedom.

When they woke up the next morning, Evelyn forgot to warn Maeve before she flipped on the lights. “Hey!” Maeve yelped, covering her eyes to protect them from the sudden brightness. Evelyn went to the counter and found the pamphlet, kneeling on the ground and spreading the paper flat on the cold concrete floor in front of them. “Have you ever read a map?” Evelyn asked, a smile spreading across her face that was so wide it rivaled the image of the tourists on the pamphlet.



She choreographed their escape like a dance, coaching Maeve through the movements. Backpack, stairs, door, lid, stairs. Now repeat. Backpack, stairs, door, lid, stairs. After a time, the motions became fluid, beautiful, light. Maeve is a ballerina, after all, she reminded herself as she watched her practice. Backpack, stairs, door, lid, stairs.

“Why are we going there?” Maeve asked one afternoon as they studied the map again.

“Because we have a friend there. Because it’s safe,” she replied, taking her daughter’s face into her hands, deciding to be vague rather than admit that Layton was drawing the outline of their lives again. “That’s why.”

Those days, they played their game for hours, sitting on the edge of the bed, telling each other what they saw. Only now, they built images of a real place in their mind. The Amarant. They climbed mountains and scaled valleys and swam in rivers. “It’s so beautiful,” Evelyn would say, tears of joy welling behind her closed eyes.

They dreamed of what animals they would see, how the grass would feel, and what the air would smell like. Evelyn imagined the Amarant would smell like fresh burning wood, like campfires outside of tents. Maeve was convinced it would smell like fresh wildflowers. She closed her eyes and described the smell of the flowers in such detail, insisting to her mother that if she focused hard enough she could actually smell them, just for a second, before the stench of mildew returned.

And whenever they were not dreaming, they were planning. They were walking the route in their mind, following the map, cutting the shortest distance to those protective gates. They were practicing the dance.

How long until we can go? How long?
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THE LOCK FINALLY clicked open one afternoon while Maeve was choosing their Wheat Thins. Evelyn looked at her and nodded. They had practiced so many times that it felt like just another normal afternoon. One more dance, and they would be free. Backpack, stairs, door, lid, stairs.

Maeve ran to the corner and grabbed her backpack, the map nestled inside, pulling the straps as tight as she could around her little shoulders before positioning herself at the bottom of the stairs. Backpack, done.

Evelyn watched his long legs appear in front of her, each step creaking one by one as he climbed down. When he got to the bottom, she smiled. “Hi there,” she said calmly, keeping one hand in her right pocket. “We missed you.”

“Hey,” he grunted in return. His face was puffy, his shoulders more hunched than normal. The stench of vodka drifted off him, burning her nose. He held a plastic grocery bag filled with cans, all kidney beans, it looked like. As he walked over to place them on the counter, Maeve slipped up the stairs behind his turned back. Evelyn could not help but smile.

Her tiny body barely made the stairs creak, just the gentle padding of her little sneakers announcing her climb up one by one. Evelyn counted each gentle thud, all the way up to sixteen. Stairs, done.

“So how are you? How are things out there?” she asked loudly, masking the sound of the door above them groaning open, the door that was only unlocked while he was downstairs. Door, done.

“Why are you talking so fucking loud?” he asked, his words slurring as he looked around. “And where is the girl?”

She grasped for the item in her pocket, avoiding the sharp metal edge of the lid she had separated from a can of green beans. Every lunch and dinner before this moment, she ran her finger along the edge of whatever lid she had just opened, determining if it was sharper than the one in her pocket, the one she kept on her at all times, the one that was ready to dance. Her finger was covered in tiny scratches and scars.

She pulled it out just as he grabbed her, just as he held her inches from his face, his hot breath wet against her skin. She held the lid at his throat, its sharp edge just pressing into his neck, waiting for her to apply the pressure, the slash. A drop of bright red blood dripped across its aluminum shine.

“You are not special,” she whispered. He stared into her wild eyes, only then realizing what was happening. His pupils were dilated so much that you could barely see the ring of blue around them. She pressed the metal harder into his neck, crimson red now spilling onto her hands. Lid, done. He threw her to the ground. She slammed into the side of their bed, the metal frame cracking against her arm. She stood up, avoiding his rabid gaze as he pressed his hands against his neck, realizing what had happened.

Stairs, her brain screamed at her. Stairs. The only step left. She ran toward them, the steep mountain between her and freedom. How much longer?

So much light spilled out from the open door at the top that she could only see the silhouette of Maeve, the shadow of her little girl framed by sunlight. If this was a painting, I would only need two colors. She used the railing to pull herself faster, but the blood on her hands made her slip, slamming her chin on the edge of a stair as she fell back two steps. Her arm screamed in pain as she pulled herself back up, the silhouette of Maeve calling to her from the top. “Mommy!” the shadow cried. Her little sunshine girl. “Mommy!” There she is. “Mommy!” How much longer?

She felt the warmth of his hand first. His fingers dug into her right shoulder, jerking her backward, throwing her down. She wondered what that cracking sound was, whether it was the wood of the stairs. This is not part of the dance, she thought once she stopped moving. It’s dark, she noticed. Are my eyes open or closed? Is it six thirty yet? Her neck hurt. How much longer? She could feel blood pooling on the side of her face, keeping her warm.

She took a deep breath in through her nose, and the smell of something beautiful filled her entire body with warmth. She let her chest rise as high as it could, trying to draw in as much of the fragrance as possible. She never wanted to exhale. She never would. Maeve was right. It does smell like wildflowers.






Ava


Present Day
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THE WALKIE CRACKLED every few seconds, but Ava wasn’t paying attention to the frantic voices filling the room. She could hear only the ringing in her ears and see only the picture of Layton Peregrine on the desk, glaring at her. Johnny paced behind her, yelling into the radio, as if the volume of his voice could make the security team move faster through the thickets and brush as they rushed toward the bighorn herd.

He cursed under his breath when he found out that the night guards were stuck all the way on the western edge of the refuge. “I’m way closer, I am headed over too. If something is gonna happen, it will happen tonight, when they know where the herd is.” He didn’t wait for a response before clipping his walkie back on his belt and turning to Ava. “I’m dropping you at home, come on,” he ordered.

Ava was still in shock, only capable of following instructions. Did Cody trick her? Use her for information about the refuge for his family business? Or was he as oblivious as she was? She replayed his many animated questions about the sheep’s whereabouts, sleeping patterns, and habits. She didn’t even register she was home until she was climbing up the cabin stairs, one by one, her body remembering how to take one step then another, the roar of Johnny’s engine getting quieter and quieter in the distance. She did not know how she would face her mother now. But when she pushed the door open, the room was empty.

“Mom?” Ava asked the air tentatively, only eerie stillness responding. “Mom?” she yelled this time, but still no one replied. She pushed open the bedroom door, nothing, then rushed into the kitchen, finding the note clipped to the fridge, right next to the latest crayon drawing of a child’s crudely drawn bison.

I love you—her mother’s cursive was clear and neat, the black ink screaming out against the stark white of the page—And I’m sorry for yelling. I’m sorry for lying. I’m sorry for everything. Meet you at our spot?

Ava’s heart sank. She pushed the door open and ran. Her mom was with the bighorns.



The cold air stung against Ava’s face as she pushed the gas pedal faster, faster, throttling over divots and mounds as she sped away from the cabin and toward the east, her mind manically flipping through images of her mother, of the bighorns, of Cody smiling at her. When she reached the back entrance where she had let Cody in only hours before, Johnny was already there, standing by the wide-open gate, the lock cut open in his hand, tire tracks pressed into the mud.

“What are you doing?” Johnny turned, horrified to see her there.

“My mom,” Ava gasped for air, anger clouding her vision. “She’s with the bighorns.”

He stared back in disbelief. Even Johnny looked small standing next to the gates, their peaks casting long menacing shadows across the grass in front of them. Without conferring, they both ran to their cars and sped toward the field along the eastern edge, the rushing river still masking the sound of whipping grasses and trampling shrubs that crunched in their wake. From this direction, the field was tucked behind a rock formation, the same one visible from their cabin steps.

Ava spotted her first, her mother leaning against the rocks, looking up at the moon. It must have taken her long to walk there, but she looked peaceful, unbothered. She was wearing a floral sundress that billowed in the wind.

“Mom,” Ava yelled as she pulled up, frantic, breathless.

“I was waiting for you,” Maeve said. “I didn’t want to see them without you.”

“Get in the car,” Ava demanded, watching her mother notice Johnny’s car trailing behind her.

“What is going on?” Maeve was confused, searching their faces for clues.

“It’s a long story.” Ava’s voice broke. “But that guy I met with today. Layton’s grandson. He might be a poacher. And he might be here now.”

Maeve stared back, then climbed into the passenger side, grabbing Ava’s hand and giving it a squeeze. They said nothing.

“Go. I’ll meet you two back at the cabins,” Johnny ordered.

“No.” It was Maeve who responded, “We are coming with you.” Ava looked at her mother, her determined gaze set ahead. She didn’t look like the fragile woman that Ava had fought with earlier, that Ava had seen struggling the last year or so. She was cloaked in resolve, hardened like the rock formations that grew out of the earth. She was the little girl who had had the strength to make her way to the refuge, to find sanctuary, to find a safe place to grow up. Ava didn’t wait for Johnny to respond, to protest, but instead pressed on the gas.

As they rounded the corner, they heard a shot. The figures were wearing all black, and Ava didn’t notice them at first, her mind still trying to comprehend the nightmare in front of her—a bighorn heaved onto its side, looking almost peaceful, at rest, until the horror snapped into focus, bile rising in her mouth. The sheep was dead, its body twisted at a grotesque angle, blood seeping into the ground beneath it. She dug her fingers into her knees.

It wasn’t until the glint of metal caught the moonlight that she remembered they were not alone. Cody was lowering a trunk of some kind out of the bed of a pitch-black pickup truck, one of two that were parked there. The man with the piercing eyes, who she recognized as her grandfather, stood next to him, his glinting pistol pointed toward Johnny, a crooked scar across his neck.

“How could you?” Ava didn’t mean to speak, but the words fell out. She was rushing out of the Jeep, yelling at Cody, almost making it within a meter of the pair before she felt Johnny’s strong grasp holding her back.

“I am sorry, I really am. I had to help him. Figure out what you knew.” Cody replied without emotion, shrugging. “He’s my family.”

“Fuck you,” Ava spat.

“Listen to that.” It was the old man who spoke now, dropping his pistol to his waist. “Reminds me of your grandmother.”

“Fuck you too.” Ava was shaking.

“Cody, take the first haul back. I’ll handle this and meet up with you after this little family reunion.” Layton was laughing, peering over Ava’s shoulder. “If it isn’t little Maeve.”

Ava turned to look at her mother behind her. She was frozen, taking slow deep breaths, staring at the father she hadn’t seen since she was a child. Ava recognized the look on her face, the distant cold stare. All those years that her mother would disappear, this is who she was picturing. This is who haunted her. This is who killed Evelyn, Ava realized, reading it on her mother’s face, understanding why Cody’s story had been so upsetting to her. They all stayed like that, suspended, waiting, locked in shock, aware of Cody’s car winding around the rocks, heading back toward the gate.

“So this is where you ended up,” Layton continued on, his voice deep and icy. “The mystery intrigued me for years, it really did. I didn’t like the idea of a loose end out in the world, but I could never crack it. Your mother was clever, I will give her that. Security is good, this place is a fortress.” He was chuckling to himself and shaking his head. “At least until my lovely granddaughter decided to give us a tour. Had to capitalize on our good fortune. And by the way, it’s beautiful here.”

Ava’s eyes were locked on him, her grandfather, this stranger. Her chest rose and fell, the anger magnifying as she bore into his icy eyes. She had spent years under the exact same steely gaze in the security office, his photo glaring at her from the corkboard. It was as if without her knowledge, her permission, her consciousness, he had been watching her for years, privy to her secret hideaway. He had watched her grow older, watched her sit at the computer, watched her do homework, watched her fall for Sam, watched her Google her mother, watched her create a family tree.

But now Ava watched him die.

She saw the blood appear first, not hearing the explosion as he stumbled backward and gasped for air. He stared at Ava as he fell, holding her gaze as he crumpled to the ground. The sound came next, time moving backward and forward simultaneously. When the bang of the gunshot registered, Ava whipped around, searching for the source of the bullet.

Maeve stood behind her, the rifle from the Jeep balancing on her shoulder. She had tears in her eyes, but her hands were steady and her face determined, her heavy breathing the only noise besides the high-pitched ringing in Ava’s ears that was getting louder and louder and louder. Ava didn’t know how long they stood there, surrounded by the puddles of crimson blood, now both human and animal. Each breath felt like a lifetime, the remaining trio left numb, their shadows the only witnesses to the horrors before them.

It was the cicadas that finally broke their twisted reverie, their zither silenced by a distant growl of another animal that rumbled through the field. Johnny snapped back into himself and spun toward the girls. “We have to get out of here,” he looked at the gruesome scene in front of them, the puddles and the body, the blood. “This will attract bears.”

Johnny grabbed Ava by the shoulders, steering her away from the nightmare, placing her in the driver’s seat of her Jeep. Her hands found the wheel and her foot pressed the gas. All her movements were pure instinct, her mind consumed by a single image, the steely blue eyes staring at her as they fell, the life draining out of them, turning cold, just like the photo that had stared at her for all those years. Ava squeezed her mother’s hand, neither saying a word while they wound through the refuge back to their cabin, sunlight just beginning to peek over the treetops and melt the sinister shadows into daylight.
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EPILOGUE


MAEVE WAKES UP today with a story in her mind about a little girl. The girl is exhausted after six hours of walking alone, tracing steps she has only imagined in her mind, her resolute legs obeying orders on a wrinkled map, finishing a dance. She is grateful for a fire, a blaze in the distance that somehow knew she needed help finding the way. She slips past a fence, squeezing her tiny body between the iron posts. Oh, Maeve remembers as she opens her eyes, the world drifting back into her mind. That’s me. She remembers it all now. She remembers seeing her mother limp at the bottom of the basement stairs. She remembers how her father stared at her, soaked in her own mother’s blood. She remembers running. And running. And running. She remembers the view of mountains rising against a sunrise, even more beautiful than she and her mother had imagined. She remembers the little girl, always.

Most mornings start this way. They always have. She used to hate this little girl, wishing that the ghost would leave her alone and let her play pretend. But now, she welcomes her in. Come inside, she says. I’ll make a fire. Have a tea. That’s what Johnny did, after all.

She wades past the piles of moving boxes and slides open the door to her back porch, maybe for the last time. She looks out on the courtyard, and takes a deep breath, a world of memories tucked into every corner. She thinks about her very first night, sitting under the maple tree with Johnny, begging to stay for just another day, another hour, another minute. “Fifty years,” she whispers to the ghost of the little girl. “You get to stay for fifty years.”

By the time she makes it back to her room, her daughter Ava is already hard at work packing boxes.

“Toss or keep?” Ava asks, holding up a T-shirt with the old refuge logo on it.

“Toss,” she replies. “You know you really don’t have to pack for me.”

“It’s the least I can do,” Ava moves on to the sock drawer, scooping everything into a clear plastic tub resting on the bed. “I’m the one making you move closer to me.”

“It was my idea,” Maeve reminds her. “Since when do I have so many socks?” She laughs, but Ava is distracted by something, a neatly folded piece of old newspaper that had been buried in the bottom of the sock drawer. She passes it to Maeve, who glances at the headline.


Nature’s Revenge: Poacher Found Killed by Grizzly Bear

After Slaughtering Endangered Bighorn Sheep



“Toss or keep?” Ava asks, even though she knows the answer.

“Keep.” Maeve hands it back to her.



Now Maeve is sitting in a chair on her front porch. The chair used to be Johnny’s favorite. Even all these years later, she half expects him to come groaning up the stairs, demanding that she move. There is a tree arching above her that scratches the roof of the cabin when the wind blows. A rock face rises in the distance, the setting sun creating a golden yellow hue that dances on its edges, appearing and disappearing behind clouds every few seconds. Mom would have loved this, she smiles. She loved the color yellow.

“Evelyn,” Ava calls to her daughter from the bottom of the stairs. “Get Daddy to help you into your car seat. I’ll meet you at home.”

“See you soon,” Maeve bends down and kisses the top of her granddaughter’s head. A sheep bleats in the distance, and the sound makes little Evelyn laugh as she scampers into the car, hoisted up by her father. As the pickup truck winds its way out of the Amarant, Maeve notices that its bed is barely full, her entire life packed away in just a few boxes and plastic bins.

“You’d think I would have more stuff.” She laughs.

“Well, the most important things are in the Jeep,” Ava reminds her, nodding toward the backseat, where the stack of paintings is tightly bundled in layers of bubble wrap. It took Maeve and Ava years to track them down, to wander the local galleries, community centers, coffee shops, looking for oil paintings with heavy brushstrokes, the colors layered and layered until they climbed off the canvas, uncontained. Maeve knew that there were more they never found, that they never would. And the thought thrilled her. Pieces of her mother scattered throughout the world.

The flower boxes sit to her right, gorgeous purple blooms exploding from the dirt, spilling far out over the wooden edges of the small plots that contain them. Ava takes them to the car one by one, the last things to be moved. The flowers sway as they are carried down the stairs, almost like they are waving goodbye. “We can always come back if we forget something,” Ava reminds her as she takes her hand, guiding her out of the chair. “It’s not like it’s far.”

They start down the stairs, but then stop before they reach the bottom. The sun is setting now, stretching its beams across the grasses, the outline of a full moon just visible in the sky. Somewhere, a sheep is bleating. It smells like someone is burning a fire. Maeve takes a deep breath, enjoying the smell. She pictures the little girl slipping through the fence posts, and she smiles.

“Have I told you about how my mom and I would imagine what the refuge smelled like?” she asks.

“Yes,” Ava replies, grabbing her mother’s hand, threading their fingers together, and taking a deep breath. “But tell me again.”
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