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For all the misfits who don’t belong here either


• • • • • • •


Again and always for e, 
for helping me up this mountain














“You call it a dream, gentlemen; well, I plead guilty. 
But when we can’t dream any longer we die. 
That’s what is the matter with you. You’ve lost your dreams.”


—EMMA GOLDMAN, 
from a lecture at the Chicago Press Club, 1914















LIGHT IN THE FOREST



• • • • • • •


Somewhere in the Catskill Mountains


AT FIRST IT was beautiful. A hunter’s moon hovered in the sky, tremendous and pulsing with light, making the air glow warm all around me. I was spending the night out on my own, near the perimeter marked with subtle symbols and stones, wandering for the joy of it, then running because I could. I lost hold of time passing, or maybe the hours themselves held still. Tree bodies everywhere. Knotted oak shoulders and the rough, ridged skin of red spruce and tall firs. The forest I’d known all my life was awake, and so was I: two quick legs whipping through the bright-gold dark, more animal than girl.


I reached the clearing with the seven white pines, their heads thrust up, and stopped to get my breath back. The mist filled my lungs, peppery and also sweet, and the momentum pushed me forward, but I wasn’t about to go farther than where I could see from this cliff edge. I wouldn’t dare. Giddy, I dropped into a bed of moss, soft and slick in spots, and rolled in it, howled for no reason, felt close to an understanding of some kind, as if an eye inside me was peeling open. It was the first full moon after I turned thirteen, and I knew that whatever happened in this next stretch of hours would change me forever after.


I wasn’t wrong.


Right then, the night turned. The crickets went silent, the owls craned their necks, the moon dimmed. Nearby was something that didn’t belong, something our protections were meant to keep out.


I got to my feet. I cleared the mud from my brow and searched the surrounding darkness on the high mountain slope we called the free woods. If only I could reach the old fire tower and look out from there, I’d be able to see the stabs of light and fields of floating pollution indicating the towns and clusters of houses at the mountain’s base, and then I’d know if the commotion was coming from the flatlands below. But from where I stood, I caught only a strange patch of light in the near distance, flickering through the tree cover. The forest cut to a stop down the slope in a sealed strip of land called a road. This light was flashing red at first, then cold and blue, then red again, then blue, an unnatural, sickly blue. This wasn’t a lightning storm or a bonfire needing to be tamed, both events I understood. It wasn’t the moon or anything natural. I’d heard of danger like this, had imagined it, used to dream of it in panicked fits in the dark, but had never seen anything like it with my own eyes.


Still, I understood without an adult here to translate. The law I’d been taught to fear all my life had come.


The lights cut. A disturbance shuffled through the lower reaches of woods, rippling tree leaves and stirring the cool night air. I heard a bark, which meant they had dogs, and when the barking was silenced, I guessed they were on the move.


Nothing made sense to me then. I had no weapon, apart from my own teeth and the ragged fingernails inside my curled fists, but there was a whole forest around me, every sharp stick, every shard of stone. I could protect our home or protect myself, but I had to choose one or the other. I was on my own. That had been the point of this night—for me to venture into the forest empty-handed and return to our small community wiser, solid, sure of my resolve to stay on our mountain peak. Pola would see that I was grown enough to make my own decisions and that I was choosing her and what she’d made possible. I was more than just her daughter. I was all in.


And now whatever was coming could destroy it all.


Sounds cut the air, unidentifiable as man or machine. I was running, but in the wrong direction down the slope. Something bright found my skin and then blasted my face, whiting out the world for a confused moment. I dropped to the ground, covered my head with my arms, then my arms with my hair, but I could feel it still, the bright light, crawling all over my body.


Dogs barked. Boots trampled land. A command electrified the darkness.


“You. Hands in the air. Come out.”


But almost at the same time another command:


“Get down on the ground, don’t move.”


Was I to show my hands and walk into their trap? Or keep still? Two different voices had shouted two different things. They were closer than they should have been able to reach. This told me I must have somehow stepped beyond our boundary and crossed to where the land was unsafe.


Flat on my belly, I slithered away from the white light and found refuge beneath an ancient oak, cupped in its shade, a shadow in the shadows, where I hoped their brights couldn’t reach. I could have stayed put, made myself scarce until they passed by, but what if no one on the mountaintop saw them coming? If I hid until it was all over, I’d be fending for myself only, the worst and most selfish thing a person could choose.


I had to take a risk and send warning. That was what Pola would do.


I started climbing. I scaled the tree, mostly by feel, and then I was in the canopy of upper branches, where I could touch the night sky full of stars, and where I had a better view.


Our home had a name. The Neves was the abandoned hotel we occupied at the peak of the mountain, ours for as long as I could remember. I sought out the shape of the large structure above the thick tree growth, far up to the top where the waterfall spilled from the cliffs. I looked for the lighted eye that blinked from our tower, a golden, glowing pulse that defied science, as trusted as my heartbeat on nights like this. Not even that could be seen.


The hotel was close—a rambling run through a tight knitting of needled trees—but I knew it was meant to stay hidden. Of course I couldn’t see the Neves. I was on the other side of the perimeter now, and from here the mist pocketed the top of the mountain absolutely, like a closed hand.


I had to hope they could hear me.


All through my childhood I’d been taught wordless ways to pass messages, had practiced for any despicable scenario that might come: fathers looking for daughters and brandishing belts, husbands begging for wives through the scopes of their rifles, or worse, a brigade of government officials claiming the power to wrest children from their mothers, the threat I grew to fear most. I so innately knew the arrangement of warnings and siren beats we’d invented that I could sing it in my sleep, if only to warn myself. I knew how to whistle like a bird or yip like a coyote. I knew how to pierce the air with intent.


Yet there in that tree, any code or caution flew out of my head. All I knew was that my mouth made sound and I was letting loose a loud bleat. It wasn’t a rehearsed signal but a high-pitched screech, and I kept it up until I had no air left.


That did it. The shock of light glared in my face, and next I knew I was grabbing for a branch, and then I wasn’t. My hands held nothing. My eyes saw white. I hit rocky ground, rolled far down the slope, and lay still where I’d landed, stunned by the drop.


In time I heard voices. Hovering over me was a face, blurred and swaying in the spotlight, uncomfortably close.


The blur spoke. “Is this the kid? Get her out of here.”


Then there were hands on me. A man’s hands. I was kicking, and the man was carting me down the slope and out of the forest, and the loud world below was growing closer (red, blue, flashing), and the trees turned away, and I couldn’t hear the owls anymore. That was the last I remember of my life in the free woods.
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I’M POSING STATUE-STIFF in a bright borrowed dress at the water’s edge when light flashes in my face and I think out of nowhere of screaming.


I think of howling at the murky sky that hides the moon and grabbing the knife I keep wedged in my boot and going slashing. In a blink I could crack the glass face of every gawking phone until shiny guts spill everywhere and then fling myself over the guardrail into the soupy depths of the manufactured reservoir. I want to splash in there with the floating trash and the fish, kick up mud, sink. I want to smear the makeup all over my face, blacken my mouth, redden my eyes, get ugly. I want to ruin everyone’s hair. Smash windshields, throw rocks, start a fire. I want the courage to do one unforgivable thing, to stop pretending I belong here.


Then I blink, and the violence passes like a burst of bad weather, leaving behind a clear, blank expanse of blue. The white of the camera’s flash is as loud as an air siren. Then it dims.


It’s mid-October in this stretch of land known as the Hudson Valley, and I’m a strange fit in my own skin, sweating in slinky formalwear. It’s been three years or a whole lifetime since I was stolen from the mountain, and I haven’t seen or heard from anyone at the Neves since.


Here, ten teenagers pose before the rippling view of water, five in black buttoned suitcoats, five in short slithery dresses like the one I’ve got on, all marked with ten beheaded flowers stabbed through with ten pins. I’m acting like I’m one of them.


This is the night they call Homecoming. I heard them making plans, so I have some sense of what to expect. First, the ritual involves a stop at a picturesque spot at the reservoir while everyone is still clean and in control of motor functions for a group photograph to show off and share with parents. After, the caravan of vehicles will head to the school for the dance, an event I’ve never before witnessed, because I’ve never been invited to one.


Right now there are shouts and laughter, as if this is a joyous occasion, a thrill. No one knows the ferocious thoughts inside my head, or what a grand disturbance I’d make if I let them out. Not even Lake, who stands with as many bodies between us as she can manage. She has a way of piercing a person with her large dark eyes, gouging, judging. Or maybe she only does it with me, ever since her mother—a stranger I was informed was my aunt—took me in after I was “rescued” from the forest. This makes Lake my cousin, even if I never knew she existed. This makes her act responsible for me, even if she despises me.


She won’t look at me now, which is a relief. I’m aware of the Catskill Mountains at my back, those almost-blue shadows in the falling sun, and their presence brings out something desperate.


People are collected at the reservoir this cool autumn evening: couples out strolling, dog walkers scattering shit along the promenade, and a lone figure on the rocky shore, packing up fishing rods and leaving for the day. I imagine drifting away with one of them, going dark, starting over, and at the same time I can picture slapping them, knocking them down onto the slick rocks at the edge, creating carnage.


“Don’t anybody move!” someone near me shrieks.


When the last flash dies off, a girl in carcass pink bolts out to check the phones. They’re propped up against bead-studded purses so they can aim at us and capture the night’s every memory. The girl studies a phone to see what it holds. Her dress is so shiny she’s become uncomfortable to look at, which is what someone else might say about me.


“Okay, so,” she announces, hushing everyone. “The sunset’s kind of perfect, and everyone looks gorgeous.…” Her face curls in disgust. “Except… Talia. Talia needs to squeeze in closer and stop making that face. You look like you’re gonna bite someone’s head off.”


I adjust my face and take a step away from the guardrail and back toward the group.


“Talia, closer.”


I take another step.


Lake explodes. “Talia. Fucking fuck. You have to let Kevin touch you in the photo. Let him put his arm around you for two seconds, that’s the fucking point.”


“Hey, c’mon,” my arranged date says, making a wounded sound as I step toward him. He’s been trucked in from another school to be at my side tonight. I notice the checkered suspenders he wears under his black suitcoat, how when he coaxes me closer he snaps them hard against his chest, as if he enjoys pain.


I’m closer now, which is close enough.


Lake has been planning her dress and shoes and fingernail colors for weeks, and I’ve joined, reluctantly, all while the impulse to wreck everything, to strip and scream and start running, comes and goes. I didn’t know what I would be complicit in when Lake asked me to attend with her friends. Maybe at first I was curious. Now I’m blistering and sick. Some members of the group were crowned earlier in the day, voted into royalty despite a lack of consensus through a process I didn’t take part in and don’t care to understand, and those wearing crowns stand at the center of the huddle, soaking in the last of the sunlight. Lake is one of them. Her crown is made of bronze-toned plastic with a red blob in the center meant to indicate a ruby. The raised prongs might appear sharp, but they’re bendable like a doll’s legs.


The girl in pink has set the timers and runs back into the posed embrace of her boyfriend. The countdown is happening, and glitter is shedding from dresses, and someone says they felt a drop of rain, then someone else feels another drop, and I hear grumbles about hair getting messed up and how long the temporary smoothed helmets called blowouts took to get done, but no one breaks pose, and time moves ever so slowly, and I hold it all together, I hold. The posters at school called this a night to remember. Is it? No one told me there would be this fakery and hierarchy and the attempt to capture the sunset, and it turns out I’m unprepared.


I allow myself to be touched for the last photograph. There’s a hand on my side where my hip strains against the dress, which is scaly with sequins and short enough so each gust of wind climbs through me. The whites of the phones flash, the hand is damp with something I’d rather not identify, and then it’s over, this part is over, and I step away.


“Are we done now?” I say to no one in particular, and no one bothers to respond.


The road we’re on is a single lane along the water, a mound of steep-sided rock and grass. One end leads to a numbered highway, and from there back to the designated area of houses behind the granite gate where my aunt’s family lives. The other way leads to more houses and more strangers inside those houses, and no one and nothing that’s familiar. Even here, in this quiet stretch near the water, the black ropes connecting to the electric grid are visible on either shore. There were no wires like this where I come from. At home when you looked up, it was all sky.


The others gather around the phones to calculate who appears incrementally better in which image, but I stay away because I’ve never liked seeing myself inside a glass box like that. They’ve forgotten the raindrops and instead are sharing their favorites, letting memories loose into the world. I do feel a drop of rain on my bare shoulder, and choose to keep it to myself.


For a second I think I see someone waving to me. A blur of movement past the fringe of the group, blocked now by colorful bodies and bow-tied necks and poufs of hair, so I can’t be sure. Sometimes I catch a glimpse of something or hear a voice I recognize around a corner and I think they’ve come for me, traveled here at last to take me back, but it’s never who I think it is.


Lake sees me searching and shakes her head at me, hard. She may be keeping her distance, but she’s still watching over me, and it’s not a kindness. I’m here as a bargain she arranged with her parents. If she takes her oddity of a cousin along to Homecoming, they’ll help pay to get her car fixed. She has an old Impala that won’t start when it rains, and all she wants is her transportation back, her way out secured. She uses the car to carry herself to school and her after-school job, to friends’ houses and home again, and I see how important it is to her. She never lets me ride in it.


Lake meets my eyes, then mouths: Act normal.


I snarl and bare my teeth.


For a single second she smirks. Then her expression hardens and she looks away.


Maybe she’s reminding herself of how it is between us. Even when we’re supposed to be asleep in the bedroom we share, I feel the weight of her eyes on me in the dark, as if she’s checking to be sure I’m still there. She must know I get restless at night. I need stars, I need air, I need tree arms over me instead of flat ceiling, and real earth under me, not tufted polyester or laminated flooring made to mimic grains of wood. I need a heartbeat, I need the echo of it in my head. She has to know, but she never asks why my boots are muddy. She only sighs to show I’ve woken her and then turns over in a huff. One morning she’ll look to my bed across the room and I won’t be there, and I’m not sure who will breathe easier, her or me.


Kevin is in my face now. He’s older, as Lake is, but not taller than me, with a broad chest and wide shoulders like a tree stump.


“Hey, I was wondering—” he says.


I cut him off. “I’m not going to the after-party. I wasn’t invited. Ask Lake.”


He chuckles and shakes his head. “If you’re with me, you’re invited.”


“I didn’t say I wanted to go.”


He leans in. It’s startling: stubbled chin so near I can see every separate hair, can smell the sour breath leaking out his chapped lips.


“You gotta tell me… you ever sacrifice a chicken up on that mountain?” The straps across his chest make an eager snap.


I let his question spill to the bottom of the roadway. He doesn’t deserve an answer.


“Not birds, then. So what did you ladies sacrifice up there? Goats? Ever do a human baby? Did you drink the blood? Howl at the moon and shit?”


I’m not even looking at him anymore.


“Calm down,” he says. “I’m only telling you what I heard.”


I, too, have heard the nonsense. I’ve heard the rumbles of people in school and around town, and I’ve come upon more nonsense in deep corners of the internet: the raw rumors and spectacular fictions, the fever dreams. They’ve never seen us with their own eyes, and still they talk about us. They may not know about the hotel, but they make up stories about what we do out in the woods. Some believe that what my mother, Pola, and the rest of our found family took part in out there must have been witchcraft, or devil worship. They call us sinners and pity us. Some say we’re all criminals, even the children. Everyone sees sensationalized distortions and grotesque things. They hear of women disappearing to make a home with us and think we trapped them in some way, hurt them and brainwashed them, wouldn’t let them leave.


I’m headed for the cars by this point, but Kevin picks up the pace behind me. I have a whole evening to spend at his side. This is only the beginning.


“I’m joking, I’m joking,” he says against my back. “Just trying to lighten the mood. You haven’t said a word to me since we picked you up.”


“You don’t know anything about me. Or us.”


“So tell me, then. I’m listening.”


I can’t do any such thing. The sky decides for me as if placing a gag over my mouth, and the rain comes down hard once it starts, dropping in a single sheet and inducing panicked cries and a footrace down the promenade for the cars. It destroys strappy satin sandals and flattens flower heads punctured on suit jackets, it streams through lowered windows and floods phone screens, and no one is spared, and it’s glorious to stand under for a time. I’m out in it getting soaked, but I’m alone.


Two cars take off, but the last one idles in the downpour, waiting. It has to—Lake isn’t going to leave me at the reservoir, no matter how much she’d like me gone.


I sense her eyes on me through the rain, and there’s a moment when I think she’s going for the door, about to come out and join me. We share blood after all. But no, I’ve got it wrong. She’s waving her arm at me through the glass, a signal that means Get in here right now and/or I detest you with every ounce of my being. In all our time living together, we haven’t come up with a way to communicate that feels clear, though behind the barrier of glass, she looks blurry and angry but mostly dry, and that needs no translation.


A horn blares from the waiting vehicle, the boxy black truck with large tires that belongs to Lake’s date. A seat is open in the back beside Kevin. I start to make my way toward it, but it’s in these last stormy moments that I catch it out of the corner of my eye.


A light on the promenade.


No, two lights. What look like two glowing eyes beam at me through the dark gaps in the rain. The two spheres brighten and grow larger, moving closer. Then they hold still, and so do I. Every inch of me is wet, but I don’t feel cold. I don’t feel danger. What I feel—what I can’t shake—is the fierce pull of something familiar.


It’s an animal of some kind—a deer, maybe. Nothing moves but the rain coming down and the in-and-out of our breath. Her fur shifts in the light and two twirling trails steam from her nostrils. She’s trying to warn me of something. She’s trying to—


Lake’s date sounds the horn, startling the animal away. If it was an animal. I’m not entirely sure. I’m climbing the tall step to get in the truck, and I’m twisting around to see out. I’m looking through the rear-facing pane of glass, which is distorted with rivulets of water, and there’s nothing out there, nothing but rain and road along the reservoir.


I sit back and let my wet dress drain into the seat.


“What is it?” Lake hisses to me from her spot up front. “You think someone’s following you again? Now? Tonight?”


Kevin leans close. The smell of him is an odd mix—a toxic odor like plastic on a hot flame. I suspect he soaked himself in it on purpose. “Someone’s following you?” he asks.


“She just gets like this. She’s paranoid. Ignore her,” Lake says.


She glances at the boy at the wheel. Her dress is black with a deep red undertone emerging from folds and shadows, and when she moves, it responds in a violent shimmer. Her date is crownless now and only the back of a head to me. He hasn’t commented on Lake’s appearance, not since the night began, at least that I’ve witnessed, and I know she wishes he would.


Lake returns her gaze to me. Her hair has flattened under the crown to its natural state, long and thick and as black as mine but without any curl whatsoever, unlike the untamed mass spilling from my scalp, dripping down my shoulders.


“You good?” she says in a lower voice, between her and me.


For the boys’ benefit I say, “It’s only rain.”


“So was there a car?” Kevin says. “I didn’t see a car.”


“Can we go or what?” Lake’s date says without turning around.


“Please,” Lake says.


The wheels spin on the wet road as the engine picks up. Beyond the barrier of the windows, the rain thins. In the rectangle of mirror, I see Lake’s date’s eyes, sharpened pins focused on the road, and a sliver of my own face: long pale forehead and dark eyebrows. Beneath that my eyelashes are melting off in smeared stripes, as if I’ve witnessed something terrible. But I haven’t, not since the night they took me from everything I knew and brought me here.


Kevin is trying in his way to make conversation. I catch an offhand remark about my body in the wet dress—regarding what can be seen and what cannot—and I want him to stop talking. I tell him so. Then, all of a sudden, the truck has made a sharp turn and Kevin has shifted in the area of space beside me, his knee fully over into my side, pressing against my thigh, his damp and roving hand where a hand shouldn’t be.


Something in me snaps.


My body takes over, elastic. I’m a little girl again, feral-brained, frantic. There’s nowhere to hide (on all sides are steel door and glass window, seat back, wet floor, padded ceiling), and so I do the next best thing. I attack.


In flashes I catch his exposed neck, his palms up, the wide hole of his mouth. Then my elbow is going up and over, connecting with the bridge of his nose, and blood spraying, and a sharp swerve off-road, a blur of trees out the window, static in my ears, and the glorious sound of Kevin’s pathetic mewling squeal.
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NOW NO ONE is touching me. No one’s even near, because we’re on the side of the road, the truck angled across the lane, facing away. I’m at a distance, where the thickening of trees begins, while Lake is extending her arms at me to stay back. Red lights on the rear of the truck are blinking, yet my heartbeat has slowed, and the sweat is cool on my skin, almost pleasant. The rain has all but stopped and the stars are out. I’m gazing up at them now, calm.


I lashed out, but it’s over now, gone away and forgotten, at least for me. Whenever this happens, it’s as if a chunk of time has been lifted from my memory, and with it goes all fury. I don’t want to pound my fists anymore. I don’t feel any need to scream.


Lake is out in the road, gathered with the boys near the taillights. There’s some shouting.


“Look what she did! I think she broke it!”


“It’s a little blood, you’re fine.”


“A little blood? Look at my nose!”


“Leave her alone. It was an accident. She doesn’t know how to act sometimes, okay? She grew up in some weirdo cult and she has no idea.”


“No idea about what! Lake, she punched me in the face!”


“She did not.”


“She did! Ask her!”


“Well, ask yourself, what’d you do to deserve it?”


Her hair whips in the wind and her dress glows with warm light. She’s never looked more powerful, more like someone I wouldn’t mind being connected to.


I concentrate on wringing out the skirt of my dress. I admit I like the cocoon it makes, an enclosure all around me, skintight and sealed.


Lake’s date finally speaks. “Both of you shut up. That freak is not getting back in my car.” His name is Christopher, and this is the first time all night he’s acknowledged me in words.


“Don’t call her that,” Lake says.


“Bro, you’ve got to drive me to urgent care,” Kevin’s blathering. “Look what she did. She broke it. She broke my nose.”


The whole scene blurs before me, a rhythmic flicker in the growing dim.


It could have been worse. I didn’t reach for the knife I keep in my boot—a small, sleek weapon I swiped from a store and have with me for self-protection and a scrap of comfort. I held myself back. Pola once said there is a time for restraint, and there’s a time to end a man’s life, and the cord on which these two choices fall is long but ultimately connected. When I was a child, I didn’t understand the difference, but I understand now. Kevin wasn’t worth it.


I become aware of a heavy-hanging quiet.


Two of the truck’s doors are open like a pair of spread wings, and the boys aren’t visible in the road anymore. They must be seated inside.


Lake crosses the pavement in fast but careful strides. I wonder if she’s scared of me—if she thinks I could blow up and lunge for her next—but then it’s clear she’s not thinking any of that. She’s simply being delicate as she leaps over slicks of mud in her strappy, spiked shoes.


“Hey, so here’s the thing…” she starts, once she reaches me.


“It’s not a cult,” I say. “It’s a community.”


“What?”


“I heard what you said. It’s a community.” I look up toward where the mountain should be, but I’m confused and turned around, and it’s not there.


“I know.” She almost softens. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said that. I know you hate when people call it that. So listen, it’s all fucked up. He won’t let you back in the car—you know Kevin’s his boy from way back, right?—and we may need to drop Kev at urgent care, if any place is still open, I don’t know, it’s a mess right now, we’re gonna be so late.”


She’s not mad at me, for some reason. I notice this and squirrel it away.


“Don’t worry, I texted Libby and Susanne and them, and they’re driving by to get you, so you can still come.”


She’s looking at her phone face instead of into mine.


“That’s fine,” I say.


“You’ll still go to the dance like you said you would, right? You told my mom…”


“There are pictures,” I remind her. “In the pictures I was there.”


“That’s true, but you’re still coming.” She finds my eyes. “Talia. You didn’t really punch him, did you?”


“Of course not.”


She relaxes.


“I used my elbow.”


This should make her laugh, but the boys might be watching. “They’ll be here in, like, five minutes. Text me when you make it to school.”


I don’t mention I left the phone her mother insists I carry back in our room. It sees and hears everything I do, and I didn’t want it to remember this evening.


The truck’s horn blares, impatient. Lake takes a step toward the vehicle, careful to avoid the mud. Then she’s driving off with them, and I’m alone in the road.


So much can happen in five minutes. A change in light, for one, which in this case is a quick darkening of sky and then, after a time, a pair of headlights coming around the bend.


But something is rising in me beneath the constricting skin of this dress. I can’t make myself go anymore. I won’t.


I whip around, start walking fast. I’m hugging the roadside, then wading through tall weeds toward the trees. I sense a heavy weight in the road behind me, headlights blazing, tires crunching ground. I move fast and mold myself against the body of a large spruce. Then I go still, camouflaged by leaves and coated in night.


Lake’s friends come to a stop and shout my name. A faint whisper inside my mind tells me I need to obey: attend the dance as promised, play pretend, fake conversation, pose for the picture, keep my elbows in. But other whispers are louder, and they drown out the first voice. Forest connects to forest and there’s a great inter-webbing of roots under this ground that passes word from tree to tree to tree. It’s telling me I’m not supposed to go to that dance tonight.


I hear one last call of my name, and I don’t move.


In no time the vehicle gives up and drives off. I allow it some breaths to reconsider, but when it doesn’t, I step out from my hiding place and stand on the pavement, exposed. Then I start walking. I don’t need a light to lead me. The sequins on my bloody dress catch the moon just enough to show the way.















3



THE SLIDING-GLASS DOOR opens with a hiss, allowing me access to the dark downstairs room. I navigate the space by nudging my toes forward, feeling for obstacles with my arms out.


This house I’m sneaking into is the one I live in now and am supposed to call home, which I refuse to do after three long years. Even so, I know it well. I’ve studied it, cased all corners, noted weak points and exits. The house makes a boring, barely spiky shadow in the night, but the smells are familiar now, as are the best and most quiet doors.


The owner of this house and the small square of earth on which it sits is a woman called Rachele Shapiro: elder sister of Pola; mother to Lake and then two other children, born years later; wife of a random and uninteresting man. She’s my biological aunt, and so the state has appointed her my guardian. They’ve done so though I have a mother who is still very much alive.


Pola may be locked in a cage—the state calls it a maximum-security correctional facility—but I’m her daughter, and Rachele says that means something to certain unsavory people here. Some would hurt me because of where I come from, because of how we lived. She says I’m safer here with her than anywhere else. She doesn’t understand what safety is.


“I want you to feel welcome in our home, Talia,” Rachele said when I first arrived—though in telling someone they must feel welcome, in forcing it on them, you’re only reminding them that they came from somewhere else. I have a home, and it’s not here.


I do have a key that opens the front door to the house, but that’s the door connected to an electronic chime that bleats alerts when anyone steps through. This sliding-glass door to our room in back has no alerts and needs no key. There’s one thing Lake and I have agreed on since I was obliged to share her room, and it’s the forever freedom of this door, kept unlatched at all hours.


This is the door that’s allowed me in tonight, and now I eye the area behind the house, the grass shorn down almost to the scalp and called a lawn, the one tree. Beyond that are the shadowed mounds of sand at the construction area where more houses are to be built. This knot of look-alike houses is called a development. It’s not a town. It’s not a neighborhood. And it’s not a community like the one I came from. No two houses cook together or make decisions together. No one shares what they have from one table to the next. There’s no hearth here, no place to build a bonfire, no common garden to tend. There isn’t even a public bench where two people can sit and have a conversation. In this gated place, neighbors keep tabs and make judgments. They point fingers and aim doorbell cameras and gossip behind hedges. And then there’s the fact that the gated entrance is only decorative; anyone could make their way in. Someone might be out there watching me through the thin layer of glass right now. No matter where they live, every single person in this world is a person who cannot be trusted.


Inside the darkened room I seek reassurance that I’m safe between these four walls. I’ve done the work myself. I’ve marked each window and drawn a line along the rolling edge of this transparent door. I’ve recalled what I learned on the mountain and secured the space and sealed it tight. But when I pat around under the windowsill, the hidden nook is now an empty gap where there should be a small pouch of blue fabric. I had knotted a length of twine around the pouch’s opening and secured the twine on a nail. Only the nail is still there.


I stop for a moment, disturbed. There are more protections I should check, more to do to be sure nothing is amiss, but first I need to get back into my own skin. I’m shucking the soaking-wet dress off my body to put on something dry and more practical when I hear voices.


The walls of the house are mostly hollow and have a way of throwing sound. I once shoved open a door so fast that the knob got stuck in the wall, revealing the aluminum skeleton and the great gaps of open space between rooms, and that was when I understood. This house only looks like a house. Inside this bland beige box, it’s all paper and wires and trapped air.


What emerges now from a grate in the ceiling is a floating argument. I hear my aunt Rachele. I hear the person she’s bound herself to by taking his last name: a man called Roy, who I avoid as much as he avoids me.


They’re talking about my mother, someone they never speak of when I’m in earshot. I strain for the ceiling, but I still can’t decipher the muffled words. I need a closer section of vent.


I finish dressing in a rush. On light feet I travel along the back hallway and slip past an open doorway, and right when I do, one of Lake’s half siblings bolts up in bed. This one is the youngest, the one I like best, the girl. Her name and her brother’s name both begin with R to create a matching set with their parents, as if Lake doesn’t exist. Though I suspect Lake resents her, there’s something to appreciate in this child: She doesn’t mind climbing the backyard tree and getting dirty, and if she doesn’t want to put away her toys or eat a vegetable or say hello to a stranger, she throws a tantrum. She hasn’t been entirely tamed.


Now Ruthie is spotlit in a soft yellow circle created by a miniature glowing moon at her bedside. I lift a finger to my lips. Will she stay quiet? Hugged to her chest is a brown bear, glass-eyed, docile, but her own eyes are clocking my every movement.


Still, I step beyond her doorway to hover beneath the ceiling grate and listen. This is how I learn the argument isn’t solely about Pola. It’s also about me.


“Roy, you need to hear me. This is the worst thing for her. It would ruin all her progress. Remember when I tried to take her for that visit? Remember that catastrophe?”


“I know, but you can’t—”


“I can. If she knew there was a letter from her mother, could you imagine what she’d do?”


I lose balance. My body is there, a pair of ears aimed upward, but I’m not fully inside it. A letter. From Pola. Which means she’s made contact. After all this time.


“It doesn’t seem right, Rach.”


“Trust me. I know what she can and can’t handle. She’s still not ready. The poor girl needs someone to look out for her, which is what I’m doing. Me. My sister is unfit.”


A letter. I’m imagining Pola’s words carved from her pen and aimed at my precise location. There are things she surely needs to tell me—logistics—but also, what about my life does she want to know? About where I landed, about who I am now, about how I hid myself in plain sight these past three years, waiting for the signal? Our point of connection is that letter, and Rachele has taken it from me. She’s decided what I can read, what I’m allowed to know.


Options rush through my head: I could shout through the vents, put fists through walls, shoulder my way upstairs and wrestle my letter from her hands and head for the trees.


But then she says this: “Anyway, I got rid of it. I threw it away for her sake, because I’m looking out for her, because I’m the one who cares.”


I step back. I close my eyes.


All this time living in this house, for literally a thousand days, I thought for sure someone from the Neves would come for me. I’ve had fantasies, vivid ones, of someone showing up out of nowhere and taking me away. Sometimes it’s Pola herself who comes. She’s escaped prison, I don’t know how, and arrives in our fire-orange truck, the one kept hidden at the mountain bottom for supply runs and dumpster dives. The truck is brighter and bigger than I imagined. Her head and shoulders are clouded in a thicket of black hair, rarely combed through, electric in daylight and solid as stone in the dark, the way I remember. She pulls me out the door and tells me I never have to see this place or these people ever again.


The floor squeaks beside me. Ruthie has ventured into the hallway.


“Why are you so sad?” she asks. She holds the stuffed brown creature to her chest.


But she has spoken those words aloud under the vent, and I shush her and drag her back into her bedroom. We wait a beat, and when it’s safe, I speak.


“I’m not sad,” I whisper, and it’s true. “I’m mad.”


She takes my hand in her small one and squeezes it. Then she gives me the brown bear.


“You can have her tonight,” she says. “I have lots more. When I’m mad, I bite her ears. Like this.” She shows me her bared white teeth as she gnaws at the toy.


Then I have the stuffed bear in my hands, damp from where she chewed. The touch brings with it a memory of holding something like this once, when I was small myself. It was a bear, too, though it was nothing like the great black bears that roamed our part of the woods, so I didn’t know what to think of it. It was the first factory-produced toy I’d ever seen. Someone with a kind smile was leaning close, saying it was a present carried up the mountain just for me. This woman, Luz, was the first person I could remember meeting, apart from my mother.


Later I gave the bear to someone who needed it more, and in this dewy light Ruthie looks like that other little girl. There is a cave in my memory where I shove all thoughts of that other girl who slept with the bear, the way she clutched it against her stomach like a grimy organ caught outside her body, how after a few nights it smelled like her and I didn’t want it back. That girl is gone. But Ruthie—here with me in this room—reaches out and wraps her arms around my waist. She’s hugging me for no reason I can figure, making it worse.


“I love you, Cousin Talia,” she says, and I break from her. I push her off.


Footsteps sound out in the hallway. I shrink into the shadows as Ruthie’s father enters the room, asking what she’s doing out of bed.


His voice is so different when he speaks to his daughter. With me he’s terse and distanced—and he should be. With Ruthie his voice softens and almost sings.


“Do you need a drink of water, sweetie?” he says, not aware I’m behind the door, inches from his throat. “You have a bad dream? Let me tuck you in.”


All she has to do is point me out, say I disturbed her, pushed her, stole her teddy bear, and then he’ll know I’m here. But she makes a show of yawning and lets him lean over and tuck the blankets back around her.


I drop the toy and slip out of the room as if I was never even there.
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THAT TERRIBLE NIGHT when I was thirteen didn’t end once I fell from the ancient oak.


After the man carted me out of the free woods, I was made to stay put in a clearing where the trees didn’t reach. Men had me in custody, but the disturbance to our high slope of forest was far from over. They were trying to get to the top, fanning out near our perimeter in search of someone. But they couldn’t find their way in, and the search was faltering. At the moment all they’d captured was me.


Men were all around me, more than I’d ever seen. They had vehicles stowed near a flattened gray surface I realized was the road. Above it was a night that was black and everlasting, clear apart from invading lights from the cars and the perfect circle of the hunter’s moon.


One uniformed man kept close guard on me to be sure I didn’t get loose, blocking my path to the forest. Then a machine voice squawked news to all, and the assembled men reacted as if a great, good thing had occurred. The person they’d come for was in custody. The fugitive Pola Lasker had shown herself in the lower reaches of woods and surrendered. They were escorting her down off the mountain to where we were.


I was crouched on the ground. There was a blanket over my shoulders for some reason. I didn’t know how it got there, but it was warm and I had it clasped around me until I realized she was coming. Then I dropped it in the dirt. I didn’t want to be seen voluntarily touching anything that belonged to them.


At first it was only the growing awareness of her getting closer. The thicket of trees that protected our people was as tangled as always. For all my life this forest had surrounded the Neves and aided us in confusing outsiders with shadow bends and sinkholes that swallowed, but on this night it wore another face. It hid her from me.


I tried to spot her in the trees and saw only indications of movement. There were lights that pulsed and colored everything, and then, like a gaping mouth deciding to close because it was no longer hungry, the lights stopped, and Pola emerged.


A man shoved her into the clearing—her arms locked behind her back, her lips glued together to give nothing. He forced her forward. He was saying she had the right to remain silent. He was saying she had the right to an attorney. She was dressed in her leathers, in her dark colors, in her tall boots, her hair an explosion of fury, black strands everywhere, uncontained. She didn’t react to what he was telling her. She walked tall.


I’d never imagined I’d see her going somewhere willingly with the very people she vowed could not take her alive. When she saw me, a ripple of movement crossed her face, but it wasn’t surprise. She seemed well aware they’d taken me, and I wondered if this was why she was allowing herself to be walked out without a fight. I wanted to tell her I was sorry. That I’d been careless. But I didn’t dare speak with these men here.


She didn’t approach me, didn’t ask if I was hurt. Instead she spoke only to them. “Leave the kid alone,” she said. “She’s got nothing to do with this.”


She passed by. I stayed where I was. Then there was some talk I didn’t understand. Someone would come get me, she was saying. There were people who would care for me. I was a minor. They couldn’t put me in the system. She wouldn’t allow it.


It was a puzzling thing to half overhear—I didn’t understand what “system” she could be speaking of. I didn’t know what being a “minor” meant to the world we’d now entered and what rights would be stripped from me because I was one.


Also odd was how careful she was with her words in front of these men, as if they held all the power. I’d never known anyone more powerful than Pola. She herself would never say she was in control over us or that the Neves had a single leader—she rejected the idea as though it was as ludicrous as being our pirate captain or our queen—but in so doing, in disavowing the power, she made everyone sit back and listen, wait for her word. That was respect, and Pola had earned it.


But the men told her to shut her mouth. They tried to make her small. She was folded into the back of a large steel vehicle and commanded to sit still. All around us, the men were packing their gear and preparing to leave. They’d gotten their prize. Their searchlights cut off. Their eyes turned from the mountain as if it was any other patch of woods. Because of this I knew the Neves had remained concealed.


“Let me speak to my daughter,” I heard Pola say. She said it over and over until they acknowledged her and allowed it.


I approached the window of the vehicle, which was partway down. There was a mesh cage that separated her compartment from the front, to keep her confined. The light casting through the mesh made a pattern of tiny diamonds all over her face.


In that minute at the open edge, she could have told me anything. She could have said loving words. Some mothers were soft with their children—I’d seen this with the mothers among us, noticed how they cared for their own daughters a touch better than the other kids. There might be a playful nickname. A gentle pair of hands smoothing a snagged braid. An extra helping of potatoes in a bowl. But Pola didn’t mother the way some of the women did, and it would have been unfair if she had, as it would have set me apart. So as I stood before that gap of open glass, I wasn’t expecting an expression of affection. Still, I’d be lying if I said I didn’t crave a thing like that from her, if only to know how it felt, especially then.


Pola stared ahead into the mesh of diamonds. “You might not see me again,” she said. Then she turned and met my eyes.


Something in me refused to understand. “Where are they taking you?”


She shook her head hard. “Don’t think about me. Think about you. First chance you get, you run.”


That’s the last thing she said to me, those words about running. A man had me by the shoulders and pulled me away from her, and there was no chance for her to say more.


A jumble of things came next. Black-clad arms attached to large strangers. The wing of a tall car opening. A belt across my torso holding me in a leather-gloved seat. A man turning, asking how old I was, asking my name. Saying I was safe now. Saying they had rescued me, saying everything would be okay. When I spat in his face, he stopped talking.


Then we were moving very fast. Lines on the road, bright yellow. Glass between me and open air, cold glass that kept the print of my hand even when I took it away.


Outside the glass it was dark until it wasn’t. There were lights on cars and on buildings, lit-up signs, lit-up windows. There were lights dangling over the road, bright lights beaming from the front of the vehicle and in the vehicles behind, more sources of light than I’d ever seen or imagined could crowd a single area. I’d never felt myself in a more alien landscape than in those first moments of entry, at the intersection where one road crossed another road, watching the electrified world wake up.


Out the window the night sky went orange as the sun rose, then it went purple and blazed with an outer ring of gold, as magnificent as ever, which told me there were sunrises everywhere, even here. Knowing this wounded me like a precise arrow to my chest. Nature goes on as if you mean nothing to it. Nature forgets. Nature betrays.


And so do people.


The hours that came after tunnel together. A series of hallways, blanked-out walls with sharp corners, closed door after closed door after closed door.


Once I was released from the vehicle, mostly women interacted with me, women who tried syrupy voices on me and whose eager faces hovered close, but also women who backed away when I recoiled from their touch, women who asked a dizzying series of questions, such as what I ate, where I slept, why I was alone in the forest at night, if anyone hurt me, if I had family out in this world, if there was anyone I wanted them to call.


In between questions, I looked for doorways. I looked for open channels and ways to run. The people I knew were all still up there, hidden in the woods as I had been. At home, safe, were the original founders of our small community, the old friends of Pola’s, the most important people I knew. Not just Luz but Esmée and Jessamine, women I’d known since I was small, and Maggs, the oldest among us by decades, who said she’d die on the grounds of our hotel and no one could take her from it. Also some of the daughters: Cole and the sisters Maisie and Melodie, all still there with their mothers. The police never made it to the grounds of our hotel because they couldn’t. The mist clouded their eyes. Our line of protections held.


Then the questions stopped. I was in a temporary place where a room was waiting, and where I was told I’d be assessed by more people in the morning. This room was tiny and had no windows. In it was a bed with a plain gray blanket and one chair. On the chair was a folded pile of clean clothing that was too short on my legs and too wide around my neck. I sat on the bed and waited. The room poured sham sunlight out of the ceiling until someone took the light away and made it go dark because it was some inexplicable point in the night called bedtime, and still I waited. There was no way to escape.


This was my introduction to the flatlands beneath our mountain, the towns confined by names and maps and rules I couldn’t comprehend. My time alone in the forest should have been celebrated, showing I was an equal member of our community, now dedicated and full-grown. But I was captured before the calls led me out of the mist and before the mark was bestowed on my body. The ritual was meant to close with a great noise of welcoming, an embracing, a thunderous roar of my choosing home.


Instead it ended in this strange and confusing place where I couldn’t even see what became of the moon.
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“Mesmerizing and fierce, vivid and dreamlike....| was enraptured.”
— NINA LACOUR, bestselling author of We Are Okay
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