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SOMETIMES HENRY WAKES up thinking her father is alive. She stopped dreaming about him three months ago—at least every night—but there are still nights when she wakes up and hears his voice. She tries hard not to believe in ghosts, and for months, that’s what it sounded like when she’d open her eyes in the dark and hear him talking. But by now, she knows the truth.


Tonight when she hears his voice, she gets up from her bed, her feet panther-soft across the carpet. She goes to the door, then down the hall. From there she can look over the banister down at the living room, where her mother hunches over a laptop at the dining room table, speakers blaring. She has her back to Henry, Henry’s father’s face grinning through the screen.


“Now, if you’ve been watching me for a long time, then you already know what I’m about to say!”


Henry knows this YouTube episode by heart. She can’t see it all from here, but she remembers that behind her father is a mountain. He’s surrounded by thick green.


“If you ever get lost, go downhill! Well, that’s what you’re supposed to do. But if you know me, you know I always go up. I go to the highest point because if I’m lost, I want to see the whole world before the vultures get me!”


He laughs, and the camera follows him up a trail. On-screen, his thirty million subscribers still have his thousands of videos to watch. On-screen, it’s almost as if he never went missing.


“I’ve got my compass here just in case,” he says. He holds it up to the camera. It’s the one Henry and her mother gave him on Father’s Day a couple of years ago. Engraved on the back is Home is the best North Star.


Henry’s mother had that put on especially for him, and this is the part of the video when her mother’s shoulders start to shake. Henry hates this part. The part where they both know he’s the last person on earth who should have gotten lost and there’s nothing they can do. Her father was an experienced hiker, but the rangers said he must have gotten separated from his personal location device. He must have lost his map.


The rangers said the only thing they had to go on was conjecture. Henry heard conjecture so many times that eventually she looked it up: It meant “a conclusion formed with incomplete information,” which Henry decided was a fancy way of saying “we have no idea what happened to your dad.” Either way, no number of “conjectures” brought Henry’s father back, and Quinvandel Forest was big enough that even after months of searching, they never found a trace of him.


Over two thousand people get lost hiking every year, though not all of them on their daughter’s eleventh birthday.


Still, Henry’s father got lost. He wasn’t the first. He wasn’t even the last. But he was one.
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Henry’s twelfth birthday party starts in an hour, and she’s six blocks away from her house, sifting through a mound of trash.


This empty lot used to be a garden before Mr. Phillips moved away, and like with most empty lots, no one is really sure where the trash in it comes from—no one ever remembers littering. Henry thinks one bottle cap must put out a signal, and trash from all over slowly crawls there to gather. It made her sad to watch the garden fade. But now whenever she’s starting a new collage, she comes here first.


“Anything good?” Ibtihaj joins Henry like she said she would. Her house is six blocks in the other direction, and always has been.


“Just trash.”


“Henry.” Ibtihaj rolls her eyes playfully because Henry says this every time. Just trash, when trash is what they’re looking for.


Ibtihaj is the only one who calls Henry, Henry. It’s one of two things that made them friends to begin with. The first was that in third grade they were both eating cheese pizza on a day that cheese pizza wasn’t being served in the lunch line. Henry is a vegetarian and Ibtihaj is Muslim, and they decided that the chili being served that day in the cafeteria was mysterious and probably not halal. Both girls have permission slips signed so whenever there is something they can’t eat on the menu, they are given flavorless rectangles of cheese pizza.


The second thing that made them friends was that when Ibtihaj sat down next to Henry, she asked her name. Henry told her—Henrietta—and Ibtihaj studied her the way Henry now knows she studies everyone.


Does anyone call you Henry? Ibtihaj asked.


No, Henry said, because usually people shorten it to Etta.


Can I call you Henry? Ibtihaj asked.


Henry decided that yes, she could. And they have been friends ever since.


Together now, they both scan the dirt. They’ve only ever had one fight, and it was over who got to keep the M-shaped piece of pipe they found here once. Henry let her have it. Henry remembers that fight especially because it was two days before her father disappeared and Ibtihaj brought the pipe the day after as an offering. It’s still in Henry’s drawer. And her dad is still gone.


Henry holds up a calcified red wire. It’s bent into the shape of a perfect cursive O.


“Nice,” Ibtihaj says. She has something behind her back. “I brought you your present,” she says. “Do you want it now or later?”


“Later.”


Ibtihaj shrugs and slips it into her back pocket. Then she crouches down to eye the trash more closely.


“Working on something new?”


“Maybe. I’m done with the metal-theme one. I’ll show you.”


“Yay.”


Henry unearths something small and black with the stick she’s been using as a shovel. The tire of a Lego car.


“Good find,” Ibtihaj says.


Henry nods and put it in the canvas bag that hangs from her shoulder. Ibtihaj notices the bag not only because she notices most things but also because it’s not the one Henry usually carries—this one is beige and on the side is printed NATURE IS NEUTRAL in big green letters. Then smaller underneath: KEEP PUBLIC LANDS PUBLIC.


“Was that your dad’s?” Ibtihaj asks, but she knows that it had to have been. And because Ibtihaj notices everything, she also notices how Henry does not look her in the eye when she answers.


“Yeah. My old one got a hole in the bottom corner. I’d found a cool copper washer, and it fell out on my walk home.”


“Bummer. Was definitely time for a new bag.”


“Yeah.”


Henry is thinking about her father, and she thinks Ibtihaj is too. She’s never said that she misses him—not to Ibtihaj and not even to her mother. People always avoid the big things. She doesn’t know why other people do, but she knows why she does. She’s afraid the missing will get bigger. And bigger. Sometimes the feeling of missing him is so big it feels like Quinvandel itself. Can you get lost in a feeling?


“I’m okay,” Henry says. She scrapes dirt out of the toy tire.


“I can’t always tell,” Ibtihaj says.


There are other things Henry is avoiding too. Her therapist told her that her mother had mentioned Henry had been quiet. She wonders if Ibtihaj thinks she has too. Henry could ask, but that’s another thing she thinks she has to avoid, the same way Henry knows how much her mother cries but never asks her about it. Just like how Henry’s mother never asks why Henry is quiet. A careful balance: like maybe they both hope that if they stay very still and silent, the sadness won’t swallow them whole.


Henry thinks it’s a little late for that.


“Did you invite anybody else to your birthday party?” Ibtihaj asks while they sift through more junk.


“Yeah right.”


She laughs, and Henry does, too, to show she’s okay.


“Let me guess,” Ibtihaj says. “Your mom invited Uncle Cecil.”


Now Henry really does laugh. She and Ibtihaj have been friends long enough for her to know how things go in Henry’s family. Henry’s parents, social butterflies. Henry, their earthworm daughter. They were both happiest when surrounded by people, buzzing around. Hiking. Parks. Horseback riding. Henry? Long, slow walks with Ibtihaj, sometimes not talking for an hour. She once almost missed a piece of volcanic glass out in the woods because she was trying to keep up with her dad, the way he marched through the trees. They were different in that way, and they both knew it. An outdoor father and an indoor daughter, her father had said. One spry and one shy.


Henry turns to Ibtihaj.


“Can I ask you a question?”


Ibtihaj looks surprised. Also maybe relieved.


“Definitely.”


“Do you think I’m shy?”


Ibtihaj gives it some thought. This is another reason she and Henry are best friends. Ibtihaj takes her time.


“No,” she says finally. “You don’t have a problem talking to people. You don’t even mind, like, confronting people. Like last year. Melinda.”


Henry nods, remembering. They go to school with Melinda, who is the kind of person who laughs at everything, including people. Including Eun-ji, who was learning English last year. There was a day in art class when Melinda thought Eun-ji’s accent was funny, and when she laughed she looked at Henry and expected Henry to laugh too. Henry wasn’t sure if it was because they were both white or because they’d gone to school together for a while and Eun-ji was new. It was the sort of thing that made Henry angry, and she had told Melinda to stop it; then she asked Eun-ji if she wanted to switch desks that day. And they did. But this year Eun-ji had switched schools. Henry and Ibtihaj privately blamed Melinda, and neither had spoken to her since.


“Why do you ask?” Ibtihaj says. She unearths a really good tiny spring.


“Just wondering.”


“Are you thinking about your dad?” Ibtihaj asks.


Henry hadn’t realized she was staring at Quinvandel. The forest was so big and the town so small that there was no escaping it, really. It was always over her shoulder or around the corner. That was part of the reason her father wanted to live here. His own private forest. Adventure always within arm’s reach when the house began to feel too small. Trying to ignore the forest is like trying to ignore a wolf chewing on your ankle. It’s always right there, and Henry is always looking at it, knowing that somewhere inside it, her father got lost.


“Yeah,” Henry answers.


Ibtihaj shifts.


“I haven’t said anything, but… did you hear they’re doing a memorial? A one-year thing? The mayor’s office.”


Henry had not heard of this. It makes her feel cold.


“My mom probably knew. Maybe that’s why she asked Uncle Cecil to stay after the party for a few days.”


“Distraction.”


“Yeah. She’s good when she’s busy.”


Henry’s mother works extra shifts at the hospital most days. Henry wishes she were old enough to do that too. Instead, she digs through trash.


“Blueprint?” Ibtihaj says suddenly.


Just one word, but Henry grins.


“Definitely.”


A moment later they’re crouched in the dirt, dumping out all the things Henry has collected so far: three letters from a computer keyboard, a short length of tiny chain. Other little pieces of nothing that she would turn into something. Ibtihaj uses a shard of plastic to draw a big rectangle in the dust.


“You first,” she says when she’s finished.


They take turns adding one piece. A dust collage, they used to call it when they were littler. But as they started spending their allowance money on the good kind of glue and strong canvas, they’d started to think of dust collages differently. They felt like blueprints. Sometimes Ibtihaj will put a piece somewhere Henry didn’t expect. It makes Henry change her own mind about what she’ll place next. Nothing is stuck, because it’s just in the dust—not a real collage, glued down. With dust collages, she can change anything.


They admire their work when they’re finished. It’s messy and strange: Screws grow from the bottom of the rectangle like robot flowers.


“I hate to mess it up,” Ibtihaj says. “This is a really good one.”


“Wanna leave it?”


“We could see if raccoons come and add anything overnight.”


Henry giggles, imagining the not-quite-human handprints decorating their work.


“Let’s leave it and come back tomorrow,” she decides. “But not the red wire. It’s too good.”


Ibtihaj plucks it out of the dust and hands it over.


“Because what if the raccoons took it?” she says, eyes wide. “My dad already says they’re too smart. They know how to open our trash cans.”


“What would they use the wire for?”


“Inventions!” Ibtihaj cries.


They come up with raccoon inventions the whole walk home—grappling hooks for climbing into dumpsters, tightropes to cross from roof to roof. It feels good to laugh. Henry’s still laughing when they get to her block and see Uncle Cecil’s car in the driveway. Uncle Cecil is standing at the front door surrounded by a suitcase and two duffel bags. He always packs most of his house every time he comes to visit. Henry calls to him:


“Do you need help carrying anything?”


He wheels on her, looking annoyed. She was a little afraid of Uncle Cecil when she was little, but now she knows that’s just the way he looks.


“On your birthday?” he snorts. And that’s just the way he sounds. “Not likely. Where’s your mom? I knocked but no answer.”


“Probably out back setting up.”


“Way too much food, I bet,” he mutters. “Way too much everything.”


“Probably.”


Once inside, he finds his own way to the guest room. Henry can hear her mother come in the back door, then go to the kitchen, opening and closing drawers. When Henry walks in, Ibtihaj at her heels, Henry’s mother looks up from the tray of crackers she’s spreading into a fan pattern.


“Mom, Uncle Cecil is here.”


“Oh, good. Can you carry the potato salad out to the backyard? Tracy and Willow are out there already.”


Tracy is Mom’s colleague, an ER nurse. Willow is her older, cool daughter, who wears all black and gives Henry Ziploc smiles, tight and contained. Henry wonders why they’re here, but she doesn’t ask. She always has questions like these, things that never make it out into the world.


Do you think Dad found a cave?


Do you think he went to the top of the mountain, like he always said he would if he got lost?


If so, why didn’t they find him up there?


Do you ever wonder how any of this is possible?


She’s found that many people don’t like her questions, and especially not her mother. So Henry chooses to keep her questions stacked neatly inside and carries the potato salad to the backyard. She and Ibtihaj lurk around by the bushes, watching more guests arrive. Henry wishes she could go upstairs and glue things to canvas.


“Who’s that?” Ibtihaj whispers.


She’s looking at Mr. Jordan and his partner, Mr. Jeff, who have just walked in the gate.


“They own that antique store my mom is always going to,” Henry tells her. “I guess they’re friends.”


“She invited them to your birthday party?”


This makes Henry pause. Tracy. Willow. Mr. Jordan and Mr. Jeff. It dawns on Henry slowly—the realization that this isn’t her birthday anymore. This is the day her father disappeared. And it always will be. The raccoon jokes feel very far away.


Her mother comes out carrying a stack of plates. Henry wonders if she thinks that having lots of people at the house will shrink all the big things that they’re both avoiding.


“How about you put your bag down?” she says, nodding at the now-mostly-empty sack on Henry’s shoulder. Henry wonders if she notices the bag is his.


Henry nods, but she keeps the bag on her shoulder. Keeping it on means it’s one less thing to pick up when she sneaks to her room—maybe Mom won’t notice. Henry doesn’t even like potato salad.


Eleanor arrives. Eleanor is another of Henry’s mother’s friends from the hospital, a woman with an always-smiling smile and hands that are always moving. It’s hard for Henry to like Eleanor. She talks so much. So many questions. And now she’s coming right toward Henry.


“Happy birthday, Henrietta! Twelve! So close to being a teenager. How does that feel? Oh, that bag, I love that. Nature is neutral. It was your dad’s, wasn’t it? Of course it was. He was so smart, wasn’t he? Such a talker. I remember he got into an argument with my ex-husband when they were trying to keep people from hiking that trail without paying a toll for the Paiute. Your dad hiked the river and went six miles out of his way just to hike that mountain for free. Isn’t that just so him?”


She laughs. Henry’s smile feels like a wire. People like to tell Henry stories about her father like she was a baby when he died—they forget that she is not a baby, and that if they remember, then she remembers. When they tell her he found dinosaur fossils, she knows which ones. A hundred-year-old moonshine hideout—he FaceTimed her mother from it. Paintings and pottery and arrowheads. Henry knows where they are in the basement, lined up on white-lit glass shelves. Her father found caves no one knew existed.


Eleanor moves on to talk to Mr. Jordan. Ibtihaj has been standing next to Henry silently, and now Henry sees that her best friend’s face looks full of something. Something that wasn’t there before. Henry takes a deep breath. She wants this day to be over.


“My mom hasn’t told me happy birthday,” Henry says quietly.


And this is another reason Henry loves Ibtihaj, because Ibtihaj doesn’t gasp or screech or careen. She’s quiet for a little while, taking her time. Then she says simply, “I’m sorry.”


“It’s okay.”


“Are you gonna say something?”


Henry shakes her head just as her mother calls for her. As Henry walks over, she thinks maybe she’ll say it now, but she doesn’t. She has a hard time looking at Henry. Unasked question: Does she blame me? Henry has wondered more than once if maybe her father wouldn’t have gone as far into Quinvandel if his poky daughter had gone with him.


“Help me carry out the rest of the food?” her mother asks.


“Sure.”


Inside, the house is quiet. Everyone is outside. It’s what people call a perfect summer night—even in the kitchen, Henry can smell the bug torches. She waits by the counter while her mother digs a fruit tray out of the fridge. From here she can see Ibtihaj talking to her dad, Mr. Umar, who has just arrived. And past them, past everyone, is Quinvandel.


The kitchen is quiet for a while. Henry knows it’s because her mother is looking too. They do this.


“What are you thinking about?” her mom asks, now passing the fruit tray.


Answer: wondering if we’d both be gone if we’d gone in together. Henry knows her mother doesn’t really want to know the answer, though.


“Nothing.”


“Okay. You take the fruit. I’ll take the veggies.”
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The yard has gotten busier. The next-door neighbor and her four little kids. Other adults Henry only sort of recognizes. She wishes again that she were in her room and wonders if anyone knows what today is. Have other people kept track of the days like she and her mother have? At least some people know it’s her birthday—there are a few wrapped presents set on a table by the food. Henry is so good at being polite, but she wonders if everyone knows this party is a disguise.


“Henrietta, can you take this Sprite to Willow?”


Henry’s mom speaks to her only when she’s asking her to do something.


Henry takes the Sprite to Willow, Ibtihaj with her just because.


“My mom said to give you this.”


Older girls make Henry a little nervous. Willow is tall and cool with hair on her legs, and she acts like nothing is a big deal.


“It’s been a year, right?” Willow says, accepting the Sprite. “Is that what the party’s for?”


There’s a plant that grows at the back of Henry’s yard—it sprouts little pods filled with thick white fluff. Henry thinks her throat has transformed into one of those pods. No words can get around it.


“It’s her birthday,” Ibtihaj says.


“Oh,” Willow says, and actually looks surprised. Henry can see her wheels turning, putting the pieces together. “He got lost on…?”


“On… my birthday.”


“That sucks,” Willow says. She says it like she really means it. “That sucks a lot.”


Henry just nods.


“Do you miss him?” Willow asks, and cracks open the Sprite.


It’s a simple question, but to Henry it somehow feels like she grabbed Henry’s shoulders and shook.


“Yes.”


Ibtihaj touches Henry’s shoulder in a way that makes it seem like what Willow said was the wrong thing.


“Was that rude?” Willow says, widening her eyes a little over the top of the can. “Sorry. I’m not always sure.”


“It’s okay. Nobody has ever actually asked.”


Now Willow’s eyes narrow back to normal.


“People just kind of assume, don’t they?”


“Yeah.”


“Sometimes missing people is complicated.”


Henry isn’t exactly sure what she means by that—part of her feels like she’s sinking into a puddle and that she should walk away before it flows over the top of her shoes. Part of her wants to see what it feels like to let it. Henry knows Willow’s dad used to live with her, but Henry hasn’t seen him in two years. She wants to ask, Is yours missing too? She can almost feel the question in her mouth like a cherry pit. Her questions tend to stop just before she spits them out.


Then Henry’s mother is calling again, but Henry’s not paying attention. It’s not until Uncle Cecil shouts that she looks toward the house.


“If you don’t blow these candles out, I will!” he says.


The cake is all lit up on the table that Henry’s mother spread a white cloth on. There’s never a warning when something reminds Henry of her father. This time it’s the white cloth—it reminds her of the cloth on the table at the memorial service. There was a fan that made the edge of it ripple by the floor.


As Henry walks to the table, she feels a bit like a robot: one foot in front of the other. And she still feels like a robot as she smiles while the people her mother invited sing “Happy Birthday.” Over the past year, Henry has gotten some practice in allowing her mind to float away, and she does it now too. She keeps floating as the tiny sparks of her twelve candles sway. She keeps floating even when her mother, beside her at the table, stands up very slowly.


Even when Ibtihaj’s hand grips Henry’s shoulder.


Even when Henry hears Willow whisper, “No way. No way. No way.”


No one is looking at Henry or the cake. They’re staring past her, at Quinvandel, which, at the end of the day, has finally turned into a black smudge. There are only traces of daylight left. It’s enough light for Henry to see that everyone wears the same face, all their mouths open.


When her mother starts screaming, Henry finally comes down from the place she slipped away to.


There’s just enough light to see a shadow that has broken away from the forest, separate from the smudge of it. The shadow moves slowly up the yard, toward where everyone stands staring. It’s tall and slender and pale. There’s just enough light to see that the shadow is not a shadow, but a person.


There’s just enough light to see that the shape limping toward them is Henry’s dad.
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The windows on the hospital’s fifth floor look out over the top of Quinvandel, endless miles of trees like a carpet rolled out to the sun. Looking at it, Henry can almost smell the cedar and pine. The sweet, dark smell of decomposing leaves. Her father thought she didn’t like the outdoors, but that was never exactly true. Henry just loves it in a different way.


But cedar and pine are just a trick of memory—the real smells around her are more sour: The burny-ness of disinfectant covers everything else up. Instead of the songs of birds and the rustle of chipmunks, all Henry hears is the beep and sigh of the machine that’s helping her father heal.


“Do you want to go grab us something from the vending machine?” her mother asks.


After so much silence, the sudden sound of her voice makes Henry jump where she sits by the window. She turns slowly to look.


Her mother has her chair pulled up close to the hospital bed, her hand latched around Henry’s father’s. She hasn’t taken her eyes off him since he came walking out of the forest the day before. The circles under her eyes look like they were carved. Even now, she barely looks at Henry. And Henry barely looks at him. When she does, she feels a little like her head is spinning.


“Okay.”


Henry’s mother nods at her purse, and once Henry fishes around for some bills and coins, she slips out into the hallway. It’s quiet out here. But at least not as quiet as the room where her parents are.


Henry stares at the rows of Doritos and Snickers bars in the vending machine. She’s supposed to be getting something for her mother, of course, because her father is sedated. That meant, she learned, that they gave him medicine to make him sleep. She thinks part of why her head keeps spinning is because when he came out of Quinvandel, he looked like her father and was even dressed like her father, but he was saying things that didn’t make sense.


I found the land of Truth.


I have discovered a land where the children roam with deer!


He had looked right at her, but she wasn’t sure he could actually see her. Or her mother. Now Henry looks through the vending machine at the Payday candy bar, because that’s what her father would want. But will he remember that when he wakes up? Maybe his body has returned, but he left his mind in Quinvandel? In some ways, his mind was in Quinvandel before he disappeared too. Or if not there, everywhere else. Sometimes Henry looked at the map on his wall in the basement and all its colorful pins—red for been there, yellow for next, blue for one day—and she imagined his brain the same way. She wonders, If I were a pin on a map in his head, what color would I be?


With her mind somewhere else, half the coins slip out of Henry’s hands, clinking to the floor and rolling underneath the vending machine.


“Crap.”


She crouches down to look, but they’ve rolled to the back, so she scoots around the corner of the machine, reaching under into the sticky dust.


“It’s more than miraculous,” someone is saying, walking from the direction blocked by the vending machine. They stop in front of it. “It’s impossible. A year? He’s mostly clean. Fairly nourished. It doesn’t make sense.”


“Miracles don’t usually make sense,” someone else replies. “He was so many people’s hero before. Imagine what people will say when the word gets out! It’s incredible.”


One of them puts change into the machine. Henry presses herself against it to listen, frozen. The machine thrums against the back of her head as it retrieves their snack.


“You have to wonder how it’s possible,” the first person says. “The police are waiting until he’s more stable, but I was told they’re treating it as a possible abduction.”


“Abduction? Oh my word…”


“You know how those YouTube people can be. They’ll be saying it was aliens.”


“Could’ve been political. Remember when he was on the news for crossing into protected territory? Some people were mad about keep public land public. You know that man didn’t care about rules.”


“Remember when he found that pottery piece? What was it?”


“A sacred urn, maybe?”


“Lord, they had to make him give it back. He had the guts to say finders keepers on live television.” They chuckle lightly. “Maybe not too far off that someone kidnapped the man.”


“Could be. Could be. Either way, thank goodness he’s back. If nothing else, for that child’s sake.”


They wander off down the hall, and Henry listens until they’re out of earshot but doesn’t move for what feels like a long time. Henry knows her father would have loved overhearing that conversation. It was one of his favorite parts about what he did—that people would stop him on the street and tell him their kids showed them his channel, that the whole family subscribed to his posts. Millions of people all over the globe, watching Henry’s father discover the world. Her mother never minded—she would stand there beaming. But Henry always felt a little like a chalk drawing on concrete. There one minute, gone the next.


Henry can find only a few of the quarters under the vending machine. She gets her mother a bag of Cheez-Its and herself a Payday. Back in the quiet room where her father lies sleeping, Henry eats it peanut by peanut. Her mother has cut some yellow flowers and put them in a vase on the table. Henry recognizes them—lesser celandine. Technically an invasive species, which is the only reason she cut them. She would always get annoyed when Henry’s father brought her flowers—The bees need them more!


“Remember the Grand Canyon?” she whispers to Henry. It’s the first time they’ve really looked at each other. She’s smiling a little. “When the three of us wore matching shirts?”


Henry nods. That was when he first started his channel. It was a very hot day, and Henry remembers the shade the most—the three of them resting and drinking water. She enjoyed that part. When they were all still. When he wasn’t looking ahead and around, but at Henry and her mother.


“That was such a fun day,” her mother says quietly. She’s looking at him again.


“Yeah.”


“I can’t believe he’s here.”


“Yeah.”


Henry thinks of what the people in the hall said. She wonders if someone would actually kidnap him, or if he was in the trees this whole long year. She wonders about UFOs. Would they have taken him to a world where children run with alien deer? Outside, fog collects over the tops of the forest in the distance. Right now, even though her father is somehow back in the same room with her, the trees feel closer than he does.


“You haven’t said much,” Henry’s mother says.


Her eyes stay on him when she says it. But suddenly Henry is sweating. She feels how she felt when Willow asked if Henry missed him. Not just shaken.


Seen.


Questions Henry will never ask bubble up in her head.


Does she think I didn’t miss him?


Does she think I’m not happy that he’s back?


What if she thinks I wish he stayed gone?


What if she’s right?
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Henry wakes to the sound of someone whispering her name. The room is shadowy and cold, and she was dreaming about Quinvandel—for a moment she thinks that’s where she is. But her cramped arms and legs remind her: She’s in the armchair by the window in her father’s hospital room, everything dark except for the moon outside and the tower of blinking lights by his bed. Her eyes adjust, and she can make out the slumped form of her mother, sleeping with his hand as a pillow. It’s not her mother saying Henry’s name.


It’s him.


“Henrietta,” her father repeats. “Wake up.”


Henry snaps up, her hands and feet tingling now that blood flows into them again. But that’s not the only reason. Her whole head feels prickly, too, goose bumps on her arms, because her father’s voice sounds cracked and squeaky, like the door to a haunted house.


“Dad?”


“Come here,” he murmurs. “Come here, Henrietta.”


Henry swallows. The weird glow from the moon and the hospital machines makes her want to stay in the chair. But guilt wraps around her and squeezes like a boa constrictor. This is her father, and he has returned.


“I came all this way to give you something,” he says, still in that raspy whisper.


Henry creeps across the slick hospital floor toward his bed. She’d taken her shoes off before curling up in the chair, so her steps are silent. The machines go on beeping rhythmically.


“What?” she whispers. She’s afraid her mother will wake up, that she’ll panic and call the nurses, or worse, maybe, that she’ll start talking to him and crying and Henry will be a chalk drawing again, wiped away. Right now Henry’s father is not looking at her—his eyes are still closed—but he’s talking. To Henry.


“In my bag,” he says. “It’s here, isn’t it? In my bag.”


When he came out of the forest, Henry didn’t notice the bag. It’s as much a part of him as the green hiking boots he always wore on his adventures. As his audience grew, fancy shoe brands would send him hiking boots to wear for free in exchange for mentioning their names, and he did it. But on his real trips, he would always wear the same pair. Those boots, and the bag he wore at his waist. A fanny pack, Henry’s mother called it, teasing, but her father said it was his Superman belt. He was wearing it when he went into the forest on Henry’s eleventh birthday. And he was wearing it when he came out on her twelfth.


Now it’s in the bin of personal items that the nurses brought after getting him into a sage-green hospital gown. His boots are there, his pants and shirt and jacket. Even his wallet. An entire year and he still has his wallet, which makes Henry think of aliens again, and her skin crawls less. Aliens would have kept his wallet, she thinks. But there’s the Superman belt: a buckled waistband attached to a small pack, big enough for things like bandages and a tracker, a pocketknife. A little yellow notebook with a bowling-alley pencil tucked inside that he used to write little notes to himself. Henry rests her hand on the pack now, looking back at him through the gloom of the hospital room.


“Open it,” he croaks.


Her fingers shake a little. She had imagined her father showing up alive a million times. More than a million. For every leaf in the forest of Quinvandel, she had imagined a different scenario of her father showing up alive. In some scenarios she’d be at school and would be called to the office and he’d be there waiting, smiling, like a surprise. In another, Henry and her mother would be hiking and they would hear someone calling for help, then find him wandering through the ferns. In others, Henry would be visiting a friend in the hospital and there would be a room with a patient with amnesia whom nobody knew. And even though it didn’t make sense, because everyone knows Henry’s dad, she’d peek through the door and he’d be there, and suddenly his vision would clear and all his memories would come flooding back.
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