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			Chapter One

			When the helicopter made an emergency landing in the wide forest pit, Milo was still sleeping. The panicked pilot ordered us to exit immediately, but my husband, Felipe, refused to leave. I held Milo outside in the stale air, bouncing him against my breast, waiting for Felipe. I was anxious for my husband to tell me we were safe; I waited for him as long as I could. But the rotor blades weren’t slowing down quick enough. It was too much for Milo. Chaotic. I stayed far away from the helicopter, stopping at the edge of the woods.

			“Mama?” Milo groaned. He quickly placed his head on my shoulder, as though we were simply walking from the rocking chair back to the bed in the dead of night. As though we were home. But we weren’t home. Home was gone. Nonexistent. Our journey had been long. He was exhausted and in need of sleep. His head grew heavy against my face. His legs dangled at my hips. Behind me, the copter’s blades began to slow down. Felipe and the pilot were still in the helicopter, assessing the source of the gas leak alert that caused the pilot to suddenly land. I urged Felipe to exit the helicopter with me and Milo, but he refused. “It’s probably just something electrical,” he insisted. “I’ll be right there.” Felipe was a talented electrician by trade; no problem was too challenging for him to tackle. I trusted his intuition.

			Soon, the blades came to a pause. The forest was still. I heard Felipe’s voice echo from the helicopter far behind us, and it set my nerves at ease. At last, we could finally figure out our next steps together. To reassess our plan. Luckily, Milo was limp enough for me to set him down in a cool bed of grass, with my diaper bag as a pillow. I shook my arms out. They’d held a toddler tightly since the start of our journey, since we first stepped onto the helicopter. I tucked a loose hair behind Milo’s ear as he slept among nature.

			When the helicopter burst into flames, Milo’s head jolted from the explosion. My first thought was not of Felipe still in the helicopter but of our food supply. Felipe was strong. Felipe could survive anything. Food could not. I was not thinking straight. But as I turned to the flames, I realized no one was exiting the copter. Not the pilot. Not Felipe. I placed my sweater over Milo before running wildly toward the blaze, where Felipe was either being swallowed by flames or stumbling deliriously off the burning craft. Why couldn’t he just let the pilot figure things out? Why did he always have to be so damn helpful? My heart pounded through my chest as I ran to reach my husband.

			I tried to see past the fire and black molten smoke, to identify where Felipe could be. Maybe he was in the tail of the copter, collecting our luggage. Or maybe he was in the cockpit, trying to rescue the buckled pilot. I came as close as I possibly could. My face became singed. Smoke poured into my throat. The flames grew bolder and louder. I tried to march right into the belly of fire, but what good would it do for Milo to lose both parents on the same night? I screamed for Felipe until my voice broke. This was a battle I could not win even if I were a god. There was nothing I could do.

			Nothing.

			The fire covered the helicopter and crept into the nearby brush. The fire would come for me too if I wasn’t careful. No screams came from the helicopter. Only whooshing flames and crackling fire. I told myself that Felipe was taken from the world instantly. The explosion – the gas leak that was definitely not an electrical issue – claimed him without struggle. He was at peace. He wouldn’t want me to stand around and ponder his death, to pontificate on his pain. He would want me to take Milo to a safe place and keep us both alive. I ran from the flames toward the woods.

			The night beyond the flames was a darkness I’d only heard about in stories. Like being lost inside a dripping cave, miles beneath the earth. I found a fallen tree to lean against as I held Milo with quivering hands. I didn’t stray far from the flames – our source of light. There was nothing I could do but sit idly by, holding my son, keeping him warm while he slept through this nightmare. I wept until I didn’t know who I was anymore.

			It did not escape me that the flames that killed Felipe were the same flames keeping Milo warm that night, as the temperature began to dip. Milo slept as I watched the helicopter burn from a safe distance. I didn’t want to sleep, but I couldn’t fight it much longer. The exhaustion overpowered me. Foolishly, I imagined telling Felipe all about this in the morning. Like this would be any other event in our lives. In my sleep, I dreamt that Milo woke me with a soft hand and led me to a lukewarm river to drink.

			In the silence of early dawn, the environment began to make itself known. A lush forest with wet rocks beneath my boots, the smell of a nearby creek, which reminded me of the bay back home. The soft scent of rain. Mushy leaves beneath my feet. A moisture in the air that opened my airways and mingled with the ducts of my eyes, making me unsure whether I was crying tears or creek water. With Milo tucked safely inside my Sea Isle sweater, I rose and left the sleeping boy on the wild grass. I walked toward the craft, which still crackled. I stepped over burnt ground toward the charred helicopter. I couldn’t make out much from the craft. I didn’t feel safe entering either. And I didn’t want to see Felipe burnt. Not yet.

			A growl came from behind me. A bear raised its head from a boulder just beyond and stared at my sleeping boy with predatory eyes and a mouth full of teeth. The bear lifted its beastly head as if to bask in the scent of a fresh human boy. As it hovered there, furry and huge, I felt murder rising in my bones. Felipe’s gun. There was no time to ransack the still-burning craft for it. I grabbed the nearest piece of helicopter debris and marched toward my boy. I stood over him, holding the wreckage over my head, hungry for the bear to try me. The bear cowered and growled an understanding sigh before disappearing into the woods.

			When Milo woke up, he said, “What happened?” and pointed toward the wreck.

			“An accident,” I said.

			“I wanna see.”

			“No. Danger.”

			I wondered about food for him. As for me, I could not eat. But I wondered if our food survived the explosion. It was packed in a fire-resistant box. Did it work? It had been Felipe’s idea to get the box. I scolded him about it at the time. “We don’t have time for that!” I had yelled.

			I wondered about that bear.

			I wondered about Felipe. His body, his wishes. I could not function without him. My heart could not function without him. My husband was dead.

			Felipe, dead. God.

			Our journey had come to a tragic stop.

			Milo pulled my shirt up and began to nurse. This was one thing to cross off the list. In the empty woods, no one was around to tell me to stop nursing a three-year-old. And yet, the silent, shrill voice of judgment still found its way to me somehow. Milo placed his hand on my stomach, twisting his finger around in my belly button. For some reason, his vulnerability made me cry. When he pulled away, he asked about the helicopter again. He watched the lingering flames and he looked at the woods where the bear had disappeared just moments earlier. I could not speak. I didn’t know how to explain anything. Milo pulled my shirt back down for me. Then he sat up.

			“Mama,” he said in his sweet morning voice. “We at BeezBo’s house now?”

			“No, this is not your Bisavó’s house.”

			“Oh. Mama?”

			“Yes.”

			“Mama, where’s Dada?”

			“I don’t know, Milo.”

			My hands shook.

			“Oh. Mama?”

			“Yes.”

			“Mama sad?”

			“Yes, Milo. I’m sad. Very sad.”

			“Mama?”

			“Yes.”

			“I make you better.”

			The boy gave me a peck on the cheek and waited a long, long while for me to stand up.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			I laid my sweater on the grass just after Milo fell asleep in my arms and positioned him comfortably on the ground. While Milo napped, I investigated the rubble. The helicopter was charred debris, haphazardly positioned in a field of smoke, a clump of tangled metal. I neared the craft, stepping over the fallen door. The doorway was open. I peered inside and pulled away quickly. Felipe was hunched over the guts of a burned dashboard, unrecognizable, burnt. The image would be etched in my mind forever. Always a fixer, he tried to be of service in his last moments of life. The pilot beside him was frozen for eternity beside my husband.

			Denial consumed me – for my own good. I had no time to think about the horridness of what I just saw. I had to move quickly to protect Milo. I gathered salvageable items and tucked them into my hiker’s backpack, which I used as a diaper bag. I had no plan in mind, nothing. I didn’t even know how far we were from our destination, or if we were close. I didn’t believe we were, remembering the pilot saying we’d reach the target by morning. But my gut told me to gather anything I could, anything that survived the explosion. Scrap metal, steel wool, spools of wire, a small axe, anything that looked sharp. It went into the bag along with Milo’s pull-ups, socks, snacks, juice bottle, and other random toddler items. Despite choppy breathing, I hunted for items obsessively and with focus; it took my mind off Felipe. When I finally packed enough, I looked toward the craft again, nearly catching sight of my husband. It was impossible to believe Felipe was gone, even after seeing him dead. We had been expecting death – I just didn’t know Felipe would be first. I thought he was indestructible. He was the prepared one.

			Yes, death was expected. One way or another. Felipe and I had talked through all sorts of scenarios if the floods reached us before we headed toward the dry lands.

			“If I die first, take Milo to my grandmother,” Felipe had said.

			“Okay. And if I die first, make sure Milo knows how much I loved him.”

			For the most part, death had conquered our worlds – it took our friends, our family. It just hadn’t hit us three yet. Till now.

			I went numb. I would grieve when we had a roof over our heads. Emotion would not keep me and Milo alive. Action would. I kept looking back at Milo. The boy slept hard in the sun. Then, shuffling through the ash, I found the fire-resistant black box that contained our food and other items. I pried it open with a newfound gratitude for Felipe’s preparedness.

			When Milo woke up, he asked about Dada again. As we stood in the debris field, I thought about telling him what had happened to his father, about making him look. Maybe it could be a lesson on moving quickly, on listening to Mama. No, I could not make Milo look. We crossed over the broken engine, where I found a radio, but it was scorched. It would be useless anyway. Nothing worked anymore, burnt or unburnt. Electrical power was reserved for the elite.

			We walked toward the back of the craft. I plucked off as many breakable aluminum rods as I could. I had no gun, only a small axe. But I felt a primal need for more protection. These airframe materials, with their sharp edges, would do. Milo stood looking around at the mess. I would have fallen to my knees and wept for the rest of time if I wasn’t in survival mode. Ash was everywhere. The boy coughed and shifted his legs. He began throwing pieces of debris into an empty field.

			“Just a little bit more,” I said, continuing to stuff my bag with potential resources. Then Milo started walking around the front of the craft, toward Felipe. I dropped the bag and yanked Milo back by his shirt.

			“Let’s take a walk, Milo.”

			“Where?”

			“Somewhere.”

			I couldn’t leave Felipe, and yet I couldn’t stand to be there either.

			We left the food box in a crevice of metal and took off. Beyond the debris site there was dense wood. Beyond the wood, there flowed a river. Milo kept running ahead of me, tripping every so often. I tried to keep up with him, to keep him safe from whatever was ahead, but my body was weak and my voice hoarse. I begged him to stay close. He kept asking why. I had no energy to explain every fear, so I only said, “Bears.” It wasn’t a lie. I was afraid of everything, and bears were on the list. Did they roam in the day, morning, night? All three? There were no bears back home.

			When I saw the river through the trees, I momentarily imagined using the salvaged wires in my bag to tie boulders to my feet. The sinking might feel nice. Milo found a caterpillar on a tree. “Mama, look! Look Mama! Cadda-pillah!”

			On the edge of the river Milo tossed pebbles into the grinding water. Tall, fern-colored trees lined the banks, inviting my eyes to watch their slow-moving leaves. Smoke lingered in the air from the helicopter explosion. As Milo played, I sat on the rocky riverbank and tried to make sense of our location. Everything looked the same. Trees and water, water and trees. North and south did not appear different. East and west were arbitrary.

			I looked ahead as far as I could, sometimes forgetting to breathe. I didn’t know how close civilization was. And if it was nearby, were the people there like the ones I’d heard about on the news? The ones who killed without remorse? The news called them marauders. And was it true about life beyond the floods – that free men and women were captured and sent to encampments. Resources were reserved for the wealthy, the ones who smirked as they retreated to their bunkers built by their tech-giant ancestors before them. I looked at Milo, who pointed toward the river.

			“Mama, I wanna go in there!”

			“Not today.”

			I stared at the water, remembering everything we lost to the floods back home. Our home in Sea Isle, New Jersey – gone. The East Coast – under water. The floods transformed the look of the Earth in a matter of days, turning land into the sea and sea into land. It was like someone took the Earth and twisted it like a Rubik’s Cube. No one could agree on what caused the floods. Some said the Earth’s magnetic poles shifted, while others said it was from climate change. Whatever happened, it caused calamities like severe floods and earthquakes. It came without warning. We simply called this change the ‘Shift.’ Everyone thought the Shift would occur slower, that it would consider our safety. It didn’t.

			Right before the waters came, I was arguing with Felipe about something trivial. It started off with a little water rushing into our flood-resistant home, rising from the basement. The water didn’t stop. I wanted to stay, but Felipe started packing immediately. I thought it was just overflow from the bay after a heavy rainstorm. At first, I begged him to stop packing. But the water grew severe. It was not just overflow from the bay; it was astronomical.

			Felipe had been prepping for years for a disaster. He never wanted to live so close to the coast and he had begged us to move west. But I had no desire to leave. In his bones, he knew to be ready for something. He looked at everything as a threat. I loved and hated this about him all at once. Civilization was crumbling with disease, war, and economic disparity from decades past, so it wasn’t that unusual to meet a prepper like Felipe. Still, his readiness reminded me of my own mortality – Milo’s mortality – and so I shunned it.

			Before the water became too much to bear, we packed as much as we could into the car and left. We reached the edge of town, sitting in our car like doomed cattle, waiting to be directed to the nearest safety zone. Felipe smacked the wheel and cursed.

			When the land beneath our tires cracked, dropping away suddenly, water came without warning to submerge almost everyone on that highway, and the nearby safety zone too. Our tires became lodged between the fractured pavement and rushing floodwater. Waves gushed by with bodies in them. Felipe and I were screaming at each other, unsure what to do. Milo roared from his throat. A large chunk of road suddenly jutted upwards, as if it had a spasm. The movement propelled us towards a section that hadn’t suffered damage yet. We were momentarily spared from the flood that swallowed others. My vision blurred. Peripheral sound faded into obscurity. All I could see were Milo’s tears. All I heard was “Mama!” I yanked him with force until he was free from his car seat. We managed to get out and cling to the hood, watching the world drown around us. Those who survived were rescued by helicopters and taken to a hotel somewhere in rural Pennsylvania.

			During our long stay in the hotel, the water slowed. There was hope that the floods only came for the shore towns, that Pennsylvania and everything west of it would be spared. But those less optimistic knew it was coming sooner or later. Even though disaster was imminent, we still talked of things like home insurance, time off from work, preschool registration, and medical bills. We still talked about holidays. My boss still rang me and asked for my digital marketing strategy reports. I still brushed my hair. Food and supplies were flown to the hotel a couple times a month, then once a month, and then every other month. Every time a shipment arrived it was a mad rush for supplies. Felipe turned the hotel bathroom into our personal storage unit. In the hotel, shells of men and women hobbled through the halls like they were fever drunk. Babies wailed into the night. Disease eventually came to the packed hotel. Masks were scarce. There was no medicine. The news was all bad. Whole cities were wiped out from the floods. People shouted “Hoax!” daily, even as people dropped dead in the halls from sickness or malnourishment. We thought about leaving, but we didn’t want to lose our room and the floods were getting closer, blocking any viable routes. The floods were blamed on every political leader and every country that wasn’t ours. There were impossible conspiracies that held no merit. We blamed everyone and anything except the god of randomness. We read obituaries every day. Then, the power went. There was no backup plan. We boarded ourselves up in our room until we went mad. A year passed. The triviality of life and its insistent schedules and immaterial goals were exposed. Felipe came to me, delirious in the middle of the night, bloodshot eyes, telling me he knew someone who could help us. A pilot. There was just a certain price to pay. A price I’ve questioned since then.

			We left the river when Milo started to whine. He needed to eat. We moved back to the debris site and huddled near the food box. I took stock of the food – bagged beans, rice packets, granola, oats, protein bars, chocolate, water. There’d be enough here to sustain us for a month, maybe less. Maybe more if I ate every other day. The box also contained a fire-starter, water purifier, and compass. Oh, Felipe.

			When night crept in, I put the food box under a burnt sheet of metal from the debris. I didn’t know much about bears, but I knew not to sleep near our food source. I made a camp in the dirt under a loose piece of sofa-sized metal blown from the craft. I positioned the metal sheet against a fat tree, creating an angled roof. I pulled Milo on my chest and coaxed him to nurse. I knew he was exhausted because he didn’t protest. Wrapped in my sweater, Milo’s mouth went still after a while. I adjusted the bag beneath my head and looked up through a gap in the sheet metal. The ink-blue sky was littered with thousands of stars, like someone had wildly flicked white paint all over the dark canvas. I counted Milo’s breaths until my body powered down.

			In the morning, we journeyed back to the river and drank from a pool of water, which gave me an opportunity to explain the water purifier to Milo. Standing at the foot of the river, listening for something – anything – I had a strange feeling we weren’t alone. The river lapped against my boots, pretending it was just a friendly little pond. But I knew the gross power of water. How it gives life. How it takes it away too. An enchantress I feared more than anything.

			We shared a protein bar and sat on some rocks; then Milo placed his palms on my knees.

			“Can we see BeezBo now?”

			I smirked. Hearing his pronunciation of Bisavó – or great-grandmother in Portuguese – as BeezBo made my chest momentarily light.

			“Is that what you want to do?”

			Milo nodded. “Yes, I do.”

			“Where is Bisavó’s house, hon?”

			Milo smiled sheepishly and said, “Um, that way!”

			He pointed across the river, and there was really no way for me to prove him wrong.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			It took a long time for Milo to settle down and accept that the ground beneath the sheet metal was a place to sleep. The previous night, he was easier to get to bed. He was exhausted and easily moldable. He would’ve slept on a tree branch. But tonight, he was more aware, more adjusted to the environment. This allowed for more stubbornness. He wanted to run off and touch everything. After I gave up arguing, he came to me. Huddled beneath the moon, shivering, Milo lay next to me, nestled inside my sweater. We were lucky it was summer. Still, night brought its dew and windchill. It brought its ear-scorching bugsong and impenetrable darkness. What would we do come fall, winter? How long would we live in this debris field? Was it lunacy to think about other seasons so soon? Or, was it exactly the right thing to think about? No one was coming to rescue us. This was exactly the right thing to dwell on. Felipe would have thought well past the immediate seasons and into the next decade. He’d already be cutting down trees to build a home. I bit my nails down to the skin as Milo slept, making a mental list of every fear. And then, I didn’t think about anything at all. All that mattered was keeping Milo alive another hour.

			I could feel the darkness clawing at me, taunting me. I rummaged in my bag for my sun-powered flashlight. I clicked it on and positioned the flashlight beside us. Milo’s face in the small light reminded me of home. I thought about our sink for some reason. How I labored there, consumed with resentment. How Milo brought his toys over to me, asking me without words to give them life. How I wished Felipe would wash just one dish. Just one fork and I’d shut up. I’d be able to play with Milo, cross-legged on the floor, giving him the connection he craved so much.

			Milo awoke.

			“Mama?”

			“Shh. Be quiet.”

			“Why quiet?”

			I whispered, “We have to be careful of bears.”

			“Why?”

			“Because they could eat us.”

			Milo finally whispered too. “Why they eat us?”

			“Close your eyes, shh.”

			“Mama?”

			“Yes.”

			“What we doing?”

			“Sleeping.”

			“What happened to hell-copta?”

			“Fire. Accident.”

			“Mama, I coldddd.”

			“Can you climb inside my shirt?”

			Later in the night, he woke up whining.

			“Mama, I want big bed.”

			“So do I. Shh. Bears.”

			“They eat us?”

			“They could. That’s why we have to whisper.”

			“I want milk.”

			“Come on.”

			“Mama, milk’s not coming!”

			“Shh, Mama’s boobies need to sleep.”

			I lay awake for hours listening to the wind in the woods. Keeping tabs on the world. How could I sleep? What mother would sleep? It was like the first few nights after bringing Milo home from the hospital – couch-laden, wide-eyed, watching movies as Milo slept soundly in the bassinet lodged into the sofa crook. All four pounds of him.

			The ash of the craft carried a bleak scent as it escaped into the void of open air. Carried away to mountain trees and their cold secrets. I imagined Felipe and our pilot, resting together – forever. Milo’s breathing became snoring. Sustained by the hopeful sound of his breath, I told my heart to loosen up. My body forced me to sleep, and we lay together like a single lump of clay.

			I woke before sunrise and watched a shrew hobble across the debris field, curious and thorough. While Milo slept inside my sweater, I carefully removed myself from our cocoon and stood in the great open dawn. I came closer to the wrecked helicopter. Felipe’s tomb. I knelt and talked to him quietly.

			“You did it. You got us to dry land.” My shoulders heaved with inward sobbing. “You were brave,” I said through tears. “I’m sorry. I love you.”

			I swallowed, hoping to keep the sound of my tears from reaching the ears of bears, men, and most importantly, Milo. I’d never talked to him about death before, even though it happened all around us. If he didn’t ask about someone, I didn’t bring them up. The loved ones of his toddler-hood life were slowly being pulled out of his mind like loose string, and I let it happen. And soon, Felipe’s string would be pulled out too.

			I raised my head and asked the brightest star in the serene sky for help. Will you guide me? Will you show me the way? Will you stay with us? Oh God, help me. Help Milo. I spoke quietly to myself or any specter that would listen, until the shrew disappeared, and Milo woke up.

			We moved back and forth from the river to the debris field for several days. This became our routine. Milo promised never to get too close to the charred craft where his father lay. He asked about Felipe often.

			“Dada had to go somewhere,” I explained.

			“He coming back?”

			“I don’t think so.”

			“But I want him to!”

			He let out a cry I’d never heard before and looked toward the helicopter. Milo was a smart boy.

			“Just remember that Dada loved you so much. Okay? That’s all you need to know.”

			Felipe had a grandmother in Tennessee. He called her Avó, or grandmother, while Milo called her Bisavó. I simply called her Ana. She lived in a remote tranquil mountain town on a high cliff. The town had never made it onto any map and was secluded. Its plateau was inaccessible by car due to its narrow roads. In years past, we would take special motorbikes to access the cliff town; sometimes a helicopter if we had the funds to rent a pilot. The old woman kept chickens and goats and would have us vacation in summers. She met Milo when he was six months old. She smoked a pipe and worked in a glass studio at the base of the mountain. Her home was lined with black gum trees and stood beautifully haggard atop the deep, dark tones of a tenacious mountain range. Heaven. The periphery of her property was protected by sturdy land, land that had weathered tornadoes, heavy mud, and root-eating insects. But never floods. Never intruders. The town was called Sweet Gum. No one knew about Sweet Gum. Before the world lost its power and its dignity all at once, she spoke to us, bragging about the stability of the land. Her home became a symbol of hope to Felipe and me. A grand pedestal in a world that was quickly sinking. Tall and hidden.

			The trees in the wood must have wondered what we were doing, going back and forth to the river. This was obviously not a place that humans frequented lately. Humans would have come by now. The smoke would have brought someone, a hiker would have stumbled upon us. Not that anyone hiked anymore or did anything for leisure. This was a desolate place, which was good for our safety, yet also aroused a feeling of doom.

			Milo picked up a large stone in the river and turned it over, finding a trout beneath it. It was floating in a shallow pool on its side, half dead. Milo tried to kick it, but I held him back. “No boo boos for the fish,” I said. Before leaving, I eyed the trout carefully. I’d never killed anything before. Would it have to come to that eventually? How strange to be thinking that way. I helped the trout back into the river. We collected a few of Milo’s favorite rocks from the shore and headed back to the debris field for dinner. We had been eating sparingly from our food storage. I could hardly get anything down though.

			The evening felt heavy. There was a palpable change, a drop in the air pressure.

			“Mama, I hung-ee.”

			“I know.”

			We didn’t speak much as we crossed the open field toward the wreck. I held him at my hip. I looked forward to rummaging through the food box. I had collected some water in Milo’s bottle and planned to heat oats over a fire, granted the fire-starter wasn’t a problem. But someone, or something, had gotten to the food box first.

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			Not all the food was taken. I wondered if it was a human or a bear that had gotten into our scraps. Both possibilities frightened me. Whatever creature came for our food, it spared us half. I looked for footprints as a clue, but it was a challenge with the high grass and wreckage everywhere.

			We stayed at the debris site until the food was nearly gone. By then, we barely had enough for a mid-morning snack. We were going to die of starvation – of this, I was certain.

			Although starving, at times I reveled in the pristine beauty and the quietness of our environment that asked nothing of me. One morning, I took Milo to a high point in the woods that seemed to lead to an open mountain range, and we stood and looked out over the expansive land. I had brought the compass with me. The treetops were losing leaves, and the remnants of ash blew from beyond. It was known that fires came from the west. When we were holed up at the Pennsylvania hotel, I caught wind from the news that the west wrestled with demons of their own. Alongside the floods, they battled fires in rare pockets untouched by water. It drove even more souls toward the dry lands. Seeing the ash reminded me of the trouble still thriving and waiting outside our wooden enclave, but we couldn’t stay there forever. I spun myself around, pinpointing south with the compass. The home of Milo’s Bisavó was south, marked by an unmistakable rock formation that stretched into the sky. I could picture it in my mind. The rocky cliff boasted a narrow waterfall that fell into a fresh, shallow pool. But the key to finding this rock formation was first locating Heaven’s Dome, an observatory tower. The observatory could be seen miles away – the highest point in all of northeastern Tennessee. Whenever Felipe and I visited Sweet Gum, we cheered when we spotted the observatory, knowing his grandmother’s house, her cottage above the cliffs, was just a few miles south. I was filled with a buoyant hope knowing I held the correct direction in my palm.It took several days to muster the courage to leave Felipe’s body. Milo had become used to the trees surrounding us, and accustomed to sleeping inside my oversized shirt, both of us beneath an upright slab of sheet metal that acted as a lean-to. He knew where to lie when I changed his diaper. He learned what to touch and what not to touch. I, myself, had become comfortable conversing with the wreckage of the copter, thinking Felipe was listening. “My milk is running low, Felipe. The river is warmer than I imagined. I’m sure you’d have caught one hundred fish by now. Milo wants more to eat, but I want to save what we have. He got so upset he hit me.” But diapers were running low. Wipes were half gone. What would we do once they were completely gone? I could not hold on to this fantasy that we had a permanent home in the woods much longer. Or that Felipe was of some imaginary assistance. Sooner or later, we’d have to leave. It would be tumultuous to travel by foot to Felipe’s grandmother’s house. I had no idea how to get there or how far we were from Tennessee. But if we didn’t try, we would die. I was numb, but still – I could not let us die there.

			On the day we moved south, I salvaged additional materials from the crash site. The faint morning light was glimmering and ghostly, with pink and amber streaks smudged across the sky. Milo pulled at my leg, surprising me by his sudden appearance. I usually knew when to expect his waking. The fact that he could stray from his schedule was unsettling. I realized I could not take anything for granted, not out here.

			The trees by the river were beginning to sway, and the wind howled in my ears. Rain was brewing. How could we march into foreign land during a storm? I realized I hadn’t consulted Milo on anything. He had become used to having a silent, sad mother. How long had it been since we landed? A week? Two weeks? I couldn’t tell. Milo tottered between his imagined world and our reality, in which we purified water, ate ridiculously small amounts of food, left the diaper on longer than usual, and used our quiet voices. This was an almost impossible task. Milo sought play in everything despite our bleak state. He collected sticks, named them, and gave them conflicting scenes to play out. He asked about Felipe every day. Eyes closed, hands outstretched, rain droplets fell into my palm.

			“Mama, rain!”

			We moved back to the field of debris and huddled beneath our lean-to. Rain tinkled against the metal, slowly at first and then it poured mercilessly.

			“Mama, I don’t like this! Mama, I want Dada! I want Dada!”

			My mind moved in and out of my head like a swinging pendulum as thunder crashed above us. Milo howled. When the rain quieted slightly, I picked Milo up and moved him out of the metal tent. I stood beneath a tall, thick spruce and paced back and forth. I cradled his head in the crook of my neck. I moved from tree to tree, hushing him until he went down for a mid-morning nap. I covered his head in a fresh diaper to absorb the rain from his hair.

			We left the next morning. But not before Milo stopped at the tree where I normally changed his diaper. He held on to the fronds of a hemlock. He looked toward the helicopter.

			“What is it, baby? Time to go.”

			“But I don’t wanna leave Dada.”

			Milo was perceptive – perhaps more than I gave him credit for. He looked at the sky. The rain had left. His clothes were still wet. I didn’t know what to do. My rain-drenched son, standing by his father’s tomb. I joined him and knelt.

			“I don’t want to leave Dada either.” I didn’t know what else to say. “Bisavó has pictures of Dada at her house. I think you’d like to see them.”

			“Dada in there?”

			“In where?”

			“Pictures.”

			“Yes, he’s in the pictures.”

			“I wanna see.”

			“You will.”

			“Okay.”

			Just an hour into our journey south, Milo sat at the foot of the hill and smushed his palms into the dirt. I took the opportunity to pause and inspect the area. The sky was filled with gray ash, blowing in with a westerly wind. Distant ridges were highlighted with green leaves tinged with yellow, apricot, and rust. I thought of government-run patrollers, coming to round up wanderers. Vivid and nightmarish scenarios came to me – being forced into an encampment, separated from Milo. Images of children being taken from their parents in the dry lands were the last images I had seen on the news – before the news stopped altogether. But we were alone. No patrollers, no marauders, no one. No souls. I wondered what state we were in, for the sake of direction. I knew that the mountain trail stretched from Pennsylvania to Tennessee, cutting through Maryland and West Virginia. But I wasn’t sure where we were; I wasn’t sure where the helicopter had landed. Either way, we’d follow the mountain ridge as far as we could, as long as food would allow. By my estimates, that was about a day or two. Two protein bars and some beans and oats. After that, I’d pray. Bisavó’s home was our goal. Sweet Gum, Tennessee. But I wasn’t insane either. I knew it was a lofty goal, something to keep myself alive, for Milo’s sake. The real goal was staying alive another day. But we needed something to set our will on. You just follow the trail through the mountains. Follow the trail to my grandmother’s house. Felipe’s instructions.

			“Let’s go, Milo.”

			“No!”

			After a while, I realized the only way to move my son was to empty some of the contents of my hiking bag and place him in it. I took out rods and other metal scraps I had thought I could use as weapons or tools. It opened up a lot of room. I left the junk on the side of the trail and put all the other important things, like food and diapers, into the front pocket of the bag to make room for Milo in the deepest compartment. I made sure to keep the axe though, tucking it into a deep side pocket of the backpack. Then I fashioned my Sea Isle sweater into a bag, closing the neck hole with wire and steel wool. Anything that wouldn’t fit in the backpack, like our water purifier and fire-starter, went into the makeshift sweater bag.

			“Get into the backpack.”

			“No!”

			“You can pretend it’s a plane.”

			“Okay. Brmmm!”

			His weight was manageable on my back, but I knew it would catch up to me eventually. We wandered down a narrow dirt path with sprawling meadowlands on either side of us, the mountain range in full view. We would follow it to Bisavó or die along the way. Take him to my grandmother. It was Felipe’s request. I was a woman of my word.

			Milo was unusually quiet, but every so often, I caught him pretend-flying his stick in the air.

		

	
		
			Chapter Five

			The next day, Milo wanted to do nothing but collect sticks. More sticks than he could hold in his mud-coated hands. He ran ahead of me. I caught myself smiling as he ran freely through a grassy pasture. “Mama!” He stopped suddenly. I hustled toward him to see what had stopped his feet. Two men lay in the grass, their throats slit. “Mama, what’s that?”

			The bodies were pale, eyes staring skyward. I looked all around me. Quickly, I rummaged through their pockets. I removed their pants, socks, shoes. With the edge of my axe, I ripped off the fabric of their shirts.

			“Mama, what you doing?”

			One man had a small leather bag.

			“Here,” I said. “For your sticks.”

			Hurriedly, I helped Milo into the backpack, and we marched on. I worried about those men. Who had killed them and why? They had nothing of traditional value on them, so I assumed they were robbed and murdered by marauders. Not patrollers. Patrollers would have forced them into the nearest encampment. I told Milo that the men were dead.

			“What’s ‘dead’ mean?”

			“Sleeping…forever.”

			“But why?”

			“Someone killed them,” I said bluntly. It was the first time I talked so directly to my son about something so macabre. It was a test, to see what he could handle. To see how I might eventually tell the story of his father, and not scar him.

			“Like bugs?”

			“Yes, just like bugs.”

			“Mama, why they do that?”

			“I don’t know. Because they’re big bullies.”

			We stopped at a large boulder before the sun set. The top of the boulder arched forward, providing something of a roof. I made a fire using sticks and leaves. The fire-starter worked well – Felipe had done extensive research on the best brand. At the time, I thought he was mad. It was hard to imagine that I’d never have access to my stove. When I poured Milo’s sticks into the cluster, he wailed more than I expected him to. He almost jumped into the fire after them, but I grabbed his arm in time. Once he settled, I heated a full can of beans over the blaze, convinced I heard whispering from somewhere in the dark beyond. After we ate, the world felt somewhat hushed. Milo nursed and fell asleep inside my shirt.

			Felipe came to me in a dream. His hair was blacker than normal, and his charcoal glasses sparkled. He wore a blue suit. He opened his arms, inviting me into his embrace. His eyes were mild and sweet, and I felt I could have stayed tucked inside his chest for eternity.

			In the morning it was raining again. We stayed beside the boulder drawing pictures in the dirt with sticks. Staring into the sheet of rain and mist, I grieved the world as it once was. For Milo, that world was already gone. I drew pictures of things like swings and apple pie and friends to remind him of life’s pleasantries. Milo became engrossed by a new stick, as I drew an image of a man in a suit with glasses – Felipe from my dream.

			When it was time to go, I asked Milo to put the stick in his new bag.

			“No!”

			“Why?”

			“Because you put sticks in fire.”

			“I won’t this time. Is that your special stick?”

			“Yes, it’s Dada.”

			I looked into his sorrowful brown eyes. “Did I throw your other Dada stick into the fire?”

			“Yeah.”

			“I’m sorry. Do you forgive me?”

			“Yeah, this not Dada anymore. This is Doo-Doo-Dada.”

			“I like that name a lot. I won’t put him in the bag. You can hold him.”

			We plodded on down the dirt trail, keeping the ridge to our right and the compass positioned south. I feared Milo was being too loud. When I asked him to quiet down, he began singing a bedtime song at full blast. It was the first time all day that he sounded merry. I asked him to sing in a quieter tone and thankfully he did. I sung with him, harmonizing.

			At the foot of the trail there came an abyss. An old town could be seen down below, about a mile away. Grim, flesh-eating birds circled the town with its scorched rooftops and burnt trees. But there was a lake. It was too far away from our trail, and the ghostly birds did not give me any hope.

			“What’s that?”

			“It’s a town.”

			“What for?”

			“People used to live there.”

			“Where they go?”

			“They went somewhere new. They left.”

			“Killed?”

			“I don’t know. Maybe.”

			“Bullies?”

			I knelt to my son. “Milo, things weren’t always this way. Before you were born, people lived in towns and went to school and work and parties, and no one thought about bullies at all.”

			“Mama, I did this?”

			“No, of course not. Never mind. Come on this way.”

			Before the Shift, we would visit the Tennessee countryside with Felipe and his family, and watch the flight of geese and heron, with smoky mountaintops in the distance. Birds flew by the shoreline of a lake, and we admired the changing colors all around. I tried to think of that, to hold on to that.

			We moved on, aligning ourselves with the ridge, staying on the trail. Milo wanted to be a butterfly. After lunch, he ran forward, waggling his hands like wings.

			“I’m a crazy butterfly!”

			“Take your time!”

			“Mama, you be a crazy butterfly too!”

			“I’m tired.”

			“Mama!”

			I beat my wings, running after my little meadow insect, muttering nonsense. There was no one on the trail except for two crazy butterflies.
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