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For my mother









Toto did not really care whether he was in Kansas or the Land of Oz so long as Dorothy was with him.


—Frank L. Baum, The Wonderful Wizard of Oz


I can, with one eye squinted, take it all as a blessing.


—Flannery O’Connor










Mona


It was midnight in Kansas, and the bigots were awake. The brothers’ house was like all the other houses in St. Clare: wind-torn and lonely with a roof that drooped as if tired. Light played against the windows, causing the interior to flicker and grin. Sitting in her ’85 Chevy, Old Baby, Mona imagined the Fuller brothers inside, shirtless and drinking cheap beer, probably watching one of those mean reality shows about someone who’s morbidly obese or has too many children. More likely, they were watching Fox News.


Go to sleep, little racists, she chanted in her head.


When the house finally blinked into darkness, Mona waited fifteen more minutes, just to be safe. It was strange to sit alone in her truck, without any animals. She kept expecting a wet nose to stamp her neck. To reach an arm back and touch fur. To hear the jingle of a collar. After all these years, she was used to feeling lonely, but she was not used to being alone.


When she was certain the brothers were asleep, she took a deep breath and stepped out into the star-heavy night. The air smelled sweet, of dried autumn grass, but also dirty, like cow pies. The night was so quiet Mona imagined all the birds and bugs holding their breath, trying to hear infinity. On nights like these, she imagined the sky as a blacktop road stretching all the way from St. Clare to Lawrence, where her daughter, Ariel, had run off to six years before. On nights like these, she wondered if Ariel was looking at the same sky.


Heart pounding, she made her way to the pasture’s corner, where the reason for the night’s adventure stood facing the road. In the dark, she could hardly make out the sign’s letters, stamped with all the careless glory of a lower-back tattoo. MAKE AMERICA GREAT AGAIN.


She was not an immoral person and felt a flicker of guilt for stealing, that most basic of human rules, but then she remembered who the brothers were—the same men who’d reported one of their workers, a young man named Joss, to ICE; men who rode around with a bumper sticker on their truck that read, WELL-BEHAVED WOMEN MAKE SANDWICHES. Every time she saw their truck, she wanted to scratch the sticker with her pocketknife, but she had learned, over the years, not to make trouble, because trouble for her meant trouble for the animals, and trouble for the animals was not something she cared to risk. Until now.


This was October, the presidential election just around the corner, and she wanted to do something bold. With the animal sanctuary up for sale, she needed new ways to feel powerful, lest she drop dead the moment she signed over the Bright Side. She’d made a couple of calls to her representatives, but the whole thing felt silly. (“You’re a mouse complaining to the humans about the glue traps,” her ranch hand, Gideon, had put it.) This was Kansas, after all. So here she was. Maybe she was acting a touch crazy, but so was everyone else. At least her crazy felt right.


The sign had looked smaller from the road, like something you could pick up and toss so long as you had enough adrenaline going. Now, face-to-face with it, she realized the sign was not only taller than her but also longer across than her arms could reach.


Damn it, she thought. She would need help.


Hers had always been the kind of life in which she had only a couple of people to call. She was unlike the buttoned-up, mosquito-brained women of St. Clare, with their potlucks and Bible studies and cadres of children and grandchildren. Women who went to church and showered every day, whose husbands referred to them as “darling” or “doll.” Even if she’d wanted to (which she did not), the women of St. Clare wouldn’t have let her run in their circles anyway, not even if she showed up with her hair flat-ironed, nails painted pink. Not that she owned a flat iron. Or nail polish. She had a hair dryer, but that was for the dogs after their baths.


She knew her role. She was the crazy Jewish lady who kept hundreds of animals but not a single piece of china. Does she even own a comb? she’d once heard Millie Hunter ask Deb Canright at the swap meet, to which Deb had said: I hear she doesn’t even use toilet paper. She just goes on the lawn with the dogs. She’d grown used to the looks people gave her in town, to the feeling of being watched and monitored like an active volcano. She knew she smelled like shit and looked wild with her unwashed hair and dirty clothes. But she didn’t care. To her, the dirtier she looked, the harder it meant she was working.


It was true she had only a few friends, but they were good people. Her people. And so, she called the one person she knew would always answer, not only because he was steady as a clock but also because she wrote his paychecks. He picked up on the second ring.


“Mona?” Gideon asked, voice gravelly with sleep.


“Come on out to the Fuller place. I need your help.”


“What are you doing out there?”


“I’ll tell you when you get here.”


“You’re not tipping cows, are you?”


“Gideon, just hurry.”





She blinked her headlamp three times, to signal her location. Eventually he found the stepladder and joined her on the other side of the Fullers’ fence. He was in his usual uniform: blue jeans and the red-and-green-checkered Pendleton Ariel had gifted him years before. It was the only relic of Ariel he refused to retire after she ran away, not for any sentimental reason, Mona knew, but because it was a good coat. What Gideon didn’t know was that it had originally belonged to Mona’s ex-husband, Daniel, and that whenever Gideon wore it, Mona was reminded both of the husband who had left her and the daughter who had run away.


“You didn’t kill anyone, did you?” Gideon asked, the smile audible in his voice.


She clicked off her headlamp, the world dissolving into darkness. “Not this time.”


When she told him the plan, he did not disapprove as she worried he might. He did not even seem surprised. “Let’s be quick then,” he said briskly. “If anyone drives by, it’s game over.”


They managed to get the sign from the ground, the stakes sliding out like candles from a birthday cake. It really was no problem, once you had enough hands on it. Now the trouble was getting it over the barbed wire. Gideon went first so Mona could pass the sign from the other side. He must have snagged himself on a barb because he jumped back, the sign hitting the fence post and ringing out like a gong from a mountaintop. From the distant barn, one of the Fullers’ cows mooed, then another, until a game of cow telephone filled the night.


When a light in the brothers’ house flashed on, Mona felt an anvil of terror fall through her body. “Shit,” she said.


They waited, frozen, fingers aching from the cold. When the light finally went off again, Mona exhaled, felt the anvil begin to lift. “All right,” she said, “let’s hurry.”


They moved in total silence. Soon they were over the fence and en route to the truck, where they set the sign into the bed. When it was done, they quietly high-fived and then took a moment to look around them, at the sky and the moon and the miles of dark prairie and twinkly star stuff holding them in place. Their home. Only then did Gideon ask, “So why did we just do that?”


“Because,” Mona said. “We’re resisting.”


“You mean stealing?”


“I said resisting, and that’s what I meant.”





Back at the sanctuary, Mona poured two glasses of semi-flat Big K and opened a box of rock-hard Thin Mints circa who-knows-when. The house dogs danced around, confused but excited the humans were up late. For the first time in a long time, Mona felt hopeful. She wondered if this could be her new calling after the sanctuary sold, the cartoon-strip version of her life. She’d travel the country, pilfering signs. Eventually a masked Republican senator would punch her in the stomach—POW!—and throw her in the clinker.


“What happens if they find out it was us?” Gideon asked, donning his coat to head to bed. He lived in an old camper van on the other end of the property. The Man Van, Ariel had called it.


“They won’t.”


“But if they do?”


“There’s no use worrying about what’s not going to happen.”


By the time Mona crawled into bed it was nearly two in the morning. And yet, when she woke three hours later to start her chores, she felt invigorated. Stealing the sign was the closest thing to fun she’d had in years.





The older brother, Big John, came roaring down Sanctuary Road at noon the next day, his truck kicking up dust as it pulled through the gate. Mona’s first instinct was to duck into the barn. The next was to somehow cover up the sign, which was still in the back of her truck, visible to the world.


To keep him from pulling up to where her truck was parked, she jogged down the drive to meet him. She wished Gideon was around, but he’d gone to Middleton to buy kitty litter.


Big John rolled down his window.


“Can I help you?” Mona asked, trying to keep the fear out of her voice.


“Let me park, and I’ll explain myself.” He pulled off to the side of the driveway, taking care to avoid the dogs weaving around his truck. When he got out, Mona felt a little relieved; Big John was always smaller in person than she remembered. He wore a green plaid shirt tucked into jeans. The corner of a strawberry Nutri-Grain bar poked out from his pocket.


“Warm day for October, isn’t it?”


“You can thank climate change for that,” Mona said, knowing it would piss him off.


“Well,” he said, chuckling, “I don’t know about that.”


“You here for a dog?” she asked, playing it cool. “I’ve got a real sweet heeler who could use a home.”


“The reason I’m here is slightly more serious than that.”


Mona felt the anvil again. Here it was. Would he hurt her? Would he hurt the animals? As if cued, two of the dogs who’d circled his truck came over and sniffed his feet. A cattle dog named Old Crow lifted his leg near Big John’s shoe, his eyes flicking up toward Big John as if to ask: What do you think about this, tough guy?


“Cute,” said Big John, side-stepping the urine.


“It means ‘welcome’ in dog.”


“Look,” he said, clearly bothered. “I’m here because I’m interested in your property. I can’t meet your asking price, but if you’re willing to wiggle, I can keep the equines, the pigs, the sheep. The dogs and cats would have to go, of course. And the birds and whatever other creepy crawlies you got, but all the farm animals can stay. I’d do that for you. As a neighbor. It’s the offer I’m willing to make.”


It took a moment for Mona to process what he was saying. That he was not here about the sign. That he had not come to accuse or confront her. “You want to buy the Bright Side?”


“Well, it wouldn’t be the Bright Side under my name. It’d be a Fuller ranch. An extension of our grandma’s property—our property. This way, Sydney and I can stay close but not under the same roof.” He smiled. “I know how it looks to everyone in town, two grown brothers living together in our grammie’s old house.”


Mona was feeling too many things at once. She hated the Fuller brothers, but here was Big John, with his dirty sneakers and ugly haircut. He seemed sort of pathetic. Harmless, even. Then there was the matter of the sign. If he walked thirty steps toward the house, around the oxbow bend in the drive, it would come into view.


“I don’t know,” Mona said. “I honestly wasn’t expecting any offers this soon. It just went up last week.”


“I know how hard it must be, to let this place go. Which is why I’m hoping my offer will make it easier. I could give you time to transition, and you wouldn’t have the worry of finding homes for the big animals. Nothing has to go fast. I’m also willing to take on your worker—the Mexican one. What’s his name? Gary?”


“Gideon. And he’s from Texas, actually.”


Big John waved a dismissive hand. “Whatever. I’m willing to keep him on, to manage the animals. Whatever you’re paying him, I’ll match it plus some. So long as he’s legal.”


“I just said he was born in Texas.”


“Well, all right then. God bless Texas.”


“Why are you doing this?”


“Why not? I get the land at a discount, you get the peace of mind. We’re neighbors. That’s what neighbors do.” He smiled, revealing a piece of something green between his front teeth.


“The pigs and the chickens—you wouldn’t slaughter them? Or sell them to someone who’s going to slaughter them?”


“We’ll keep them until they die, and then we’ll use the land for something else. That’s the deal I’m willing to make. I won’t promise back rubs or bedtime stories or whatever else they’re used to, but I can promise they won’t become bacon.”


She thought of the bumper sticker and then of Joss. Mona hadn’t known Joss well, but he would come over once a month to play cribbage with Gideon, the two of them eating microwave popcorn and drinking Hamm’s, Joss quizzing Gideon on his Spanish. Giggling like teenagers at jokes Mona didn’t get. On one of these nights, Joss fell in love with a cat named Cat Stevens whom he ended up taking home. Who knew where Cat Stevens was now? Nobody had seen Joss since August.


This is a bad man, she reminded herself, looking at Big John. But here he was, in the flesh, trying to do something kind. The truth was that Mona hadn’t spoken much to Big John or his little brother, Sydney, over the years. They’d moved to St. Clare when they were teenagers, to live with their grandmother Loretta after their parents died in a car wreck. Mona and Loretta hadn’t exactly been friends, but they’d lived on the same road, and in a town as small as St. Clare, that counted for something. When Loretta passed the year before, it had disturbed her how quickly the brothers, now men, overhauled their grandma’s estate. They wasted no time replacing her ceramic garden frogs with NO TRESPASSING signs, swapping her colorful lawn pinwheels for American flags, her bird baths for blank space, her floral curtains for white slatted blinds. With the money she left them, they expanded her herd of Jersey cows along with the small crew of workers who knew how to turn their milk into money. Their final bit of maintenance was to report Joss to ICE.


Since Loretta’s death, Mona had only spoken with Big John in passing—at the post office, in the hardware store—mostly about the weather or the state of the animals. How he’d lost a cow to a breached birth or how Mona had lost a litter of puppies to Bordetella. They were neighbors, in that they lived miles apart on a road on which not many people lived. When it stormed, they saw the same lightning. When the sun shone, their animals felt the same heat. Really, it was the younger one, Sydney, who had always creeped her out—the skull tattoo on his neck, the bags beneath his eyes. He and Ariel had been friends when they were in middle school, after the brothers first moved to St. Clare. Mona never did figure out why they stopped spending time together, and although she’d felt disappointed at first, that her daughter had lost her only friend, she was eventually relieved. A few months before, Gideon had shown her Sydney’s blog, a sloppily written eyesore filled with neon fonts and run-on sentences in all caps. She’d read a few paragraphs but had to stop after a line about the streets running red with the blood of homosexuals.


“I need to think,” was what she told Big John. “Can you give me time to think?”


“Certainly. Nothing’s set in stone. We’re working with Play-Doh here. That’s all.”


“All right,” Mona said, although she couldn’t shake the feeling that somehow, the Bright Side was already his.


Big John pulled up his jeans and nodded toward the house. “Mind if I poke my head in?”


“Oh—you don’t want to do that. It’s a mess in there. Really. We can set up another time.”


“Sydney and me, we’re not too tidy ourselves. Two bachelors in a rancher. You can only imagine.” He was already making his way up the driveway, which would have pissed Mona off even if the sign wasn’t in her truck.


“Really, we’ll do it another time.” She held her hands out like stop signs. “Please.”


“Just a glance,” he said. “In and out.”


“This is my property,” she said, a new anger in her voice. An anger that felt good.


But by now he had already rounded the curve and spotted Mona’s truck. “What in the name…” he said, eyes locked on the sign. When he looked back at her, he was smiling. “I figured it was teenagers from another town. Never would have suspected a grown woman.”


This made Mona laugh. As if a grown woman wasn’t capable of stealing a sign. A voice in her head said, Well, you did need Gideon’s help, and she said to this voice, Shut it.


“You know, maybe if you and your brother quit underestimating grown women you’d find a couple to make you sandwiches.”


“What sandwiches?”


“That asinine bumper sticker on your truck. About well-behaved women making sandwiches.”


“I bought that truck on Craigslist—the sticker came with the rig.”


“And you didn’t bother to take it off?”


“I thought it was kind of funny.”


“Well. My point exactly.”


“And what point is that?”


“That you’re an asshole.” She could feel her heart racing—how long had it been since she’d called someone an asshole? “And a chauvinist.”


He smiled, a mean smile. “Look at you, Miss Dictionary. Now if you’ll excuse me. I have some phone calls to make.” From his back pocket he removed his phone and took a series of pictures. “And to think I came out here to do a nice thing.”


“You can have the sign back if you really want it,” Mona said, feeling that although she was not in immediate danger, there was danger lurking for her ahead. It was stupid of her to call him an asshole. It was stupid of her to have stolen the sign. She thought of what it would mean, for Gideon to keep his job. For the farm animals to stay on the property. There wouldn’t be a better deal coming.


Sensing something was awry, a pack of dogs, led by Old Crow, began to approach Big John. A German shepherd named Katydid leaned into Mona’s side, as if to say: I’m here if you need me.


“I don’t want the sign,” said Big John. “What I want is for you to call off your fucking dogs, because if they run in front of my truck, I’m not stopping.” He slammed his door. Engine growling, he made an aggressive U-turn, kicking up a cloud of dirt along the way. He was not joking about not stopping. Mona began frantically calling for the dogs, grabbing the ones closest to her by the scruffs of their necks.


Big John sped out the driveway, not bothering to close the gate.





All day, Mona waited for something to happen. When Sheriff Donner eventually showed up, she felt almost relieved. She’d introduced Donner to the love of his life, a golden retriever named Red Dog, and for this, she knew, she could get away with anything this side of murder. She still remembered the day Donner came around looking to adopt, how he’d halted in front of Red Dog’s pen as if a physical force had stopped him. Red Dog was only a bag of bones, afflicted with ear mites, heartworms, and a big gray wart that sat on his lip like a tiny raw meatball. “That wart will fall clean off in a month and you’ll never know it was there,” Mona had told the sheriff. She was worried about Red Dog, who’d been at the Bright Side for nearly three months—unusual for golden retriever puppies. Donner had looked at her, a flare of hurt in his eyes. “Are you suggesting he isn’t perfect the way he is?” Here was a grown man, kissing a dog on his warty black lips. From then on, whenever Mona ran into them, Red Dog would look at Donner, as if to remind him that even though he was about to happy-jump all over this lady he used to love, he still loved Donner first, best, and last. And so, when Donner stepped out of his car, sans Red Dog, Mona worried, for the first time, whether she might really be in trouble.


“You shouldn’t have done it,” Donner said. He’d parked his car in the gravel visitors’ lot and walked the rest of the way to where Mona was sitting on the front porch, cutting dreadlocks from the fur of her wolfhound, Opal. The old dog had fallen asleep as soon as she heard the scissors—she’d always loved a good pampering.


“Done what?”


“Don’t play with me, Mona.”


“Well, who says I did it anyways? What happened to innocent until proven guilty?”


“I can see the sign right there.” Donner pointed to the truck where the sign still lay. Why should she have moved it? Big John had already taken photos. What was done was done.


“Can’t a woman have a sign?”


“We all know it’s not yours, Mona.”


“Can you prove it?”


“Can you?” asked Donner, his tired eyes meeting hers. “Look, I know you’re going through a lot. I’m the last person who wants to see you sell this place—you do good work. Not everyone here understands that, but I do. But when it comes to the law, I have to draw a line. I have voters, and those voters have expectations. Especially now, with things the way they are.”


“Just spit it out, Donner.”


“I’m saying Fuller wants me to press charges, and there’s enough evidence for me to do it, but between you, me, and the lamppost, I don’t really want to. I’m saying this is a warning. I’m saying if he presses the subject, the next time I come here I’ll be coming with a warrant.”


“Oh, don’t be dramatic,” she said, cutting a carrot-sized dreadlock from Opal’s underbelly.


He said, “Don’t be dumb.”










Ariel


Happy hour, a week after the election, and downtown Lawrence was buzzing with pissed-off liberals. As Ariel made her way down Massachusetts Street—Lawrence’s central nerve, known as Mass Street or simply Mass, as if it were a holy place—she counted how many times she heard the new president’s name (or, if not his name, then one of his thousand monikers: The Cheeto-Elect, The Orange One, He-Who-Must-Not-Be-Named). After three blocks, her tally was up to seven. The whole town had its hackles up.


Head down, she walked past a crowd of women holding signs that read, LOVE TRUMPS HATE!, RESIST!, and I’M NOT USUALLY A SIGN PERSON BUT WTF? She’d once heard on a podcast that when a plane is going down, there are two types of people: those who will help and those who will sit, paralyzed, unable to even speak. She’d always wanted to be the first kind of person, jumping into action with a calm but powerful resolve. She realized, now, that everyone wanted to be the first kind.


She’d left the clinic early to meet her best friend, Sunny, at the Taproom, a cavernous establishment with leather booths on the main level and a sticky dance floor in the red-lit basement. She and Sunny had spent many good nights on this dance floor—nights that, in retrospect, blurred into a single, sound-filled ball of light. A firework.


Sunny had texted her that morning. Meet for drinks later? There’s something I want to show you.


Yes, Ariel had said. I have news for you, too.


There were many things Ariel liked about Sunny, but a big one was that Sunny understood what it was like to escape one life and slip into another. She’d grown up dirt-poor in Petersburg, Alaska, and understood down to the minute how hard she had to work to outrun the life her parents had lived. She had a ten-year plan that did not involve marriage or children but rather a PhD by twenty-eight, a job with benefits by thirty, and a starter home by thirty-five. In this way, she was living the kind of life Ariel had imagined for herself when she left home six years before. Sunny did not fool around with men or drugs but allowed herself, every Saturday night, to dance her brains out at the Replay. This is how she and Ariel had met: two women who were too shy to ask a waiter for more water but who elected to booty-grind for three hours straight, shouting explicit lyrics until their throats were raw.


Sunny was sitting in their usual corner booth, drinking a ginger smash and reading something on her phone. The left side of her head was shaved so that when she wore her hair up, like she did now, she took on a feral, Mad Max look Ariel found at once frightening and chic. Another thing Ariel admired about Sunny was that she always looked good. Tonight she wore nude lipstick, a brown peasant dress that flared out at the wrists, and silverware earrings—a tiny fork dangled from one ear, a spoon from the other. When you wear sweatpants, she’d once said to Ariel, your thoughts wear sweatpants, too. Ariel had thought then of her mother, who used to wear the same shit-caked Levi’s for a month straight.


When she saw Ariel, Sunny set her phone on the table, screen-side down. “Bring it in,” she said, standing for a hug. She smelled like she always smelled, of the DIY shampoo she made from castile soap and coconut milk. “How are you holding up?”


“I’m okay,” Ariel said. “Same as everyone else—confused. Shell-shocked. Ready for a drink. You?”


Sunny returned to her ginger smash. “I’m pissed, but it’s better than being numb. I was worried I’d be numb.”


“Same,” Ariel said, although she did feel numb.


They spent their first drink exchanging stories and complaints, citing different news articles they’d read and different theories they’d concocted. While Sunny thought it was cowardly to move to Canada, Ariel didn’t see the problem—why not go where you wanted to go? Why was it anybody else’s business? Plus, poutine. They were on their second drink when Ariel asked Sunny what she had wanted to tell her.


“You go first,” Sunny said.


“Okay.” The nervous knot in Ariel’s stomach tightened. “Dex—he sort of proposed.”


A dribble of ginger smash snaked down Sunny’s chin. “He what? When? How? Why?”


“Last week. The morning after the election.”


Just as Ariel had imagined, Sunny’s eyes bugged out. “Is he insane?”


That had been Ariel’s first thought when Dex slipped onto a knee that morning. Either he was insane or extremely hungover or both. The night before—election night—he’d gone to a bar where you could get a PBR and a shot of whiskey for five dollars: the Hillary special. He’d tried to convince Ariel to join.


“Don’t you want to be out so you can celebrate?”


“You’re assuming he’s going to lose,” Ariel had said.


“Of course he’ll lose. All the numbers say he’s going to lose.”


“But what if the numbers are wrong?”


“They won’t be,” Dex had said. “You’ll see.”


In the end, he’d agreed to come home at ten, to be with her. But ten o’clock came and went. Then eleven. Then twelve. As the hours passed, her disbelief about the election transformed into rage at Dex. When she called, his phone went straight to voicemail. Too frazzled to sleep, she toggled between the news and a YouTube video of baby goats playing with a lemon.


Dex had stumbled in at three in the morning, humming a song from a car advertisement. He fell into bed and wrapped his arms around her. “It was fucking crazy out there. Everyone was so sad, and Buddy kept buying everyone tallboys—”


“Your phone was off,” she said, removing his arm.


“Buddy took it from me.”


“He won,” she said, her body hot with anger. “You weren’t here, and he won.”


“I know. You were right.”


“It’s not about me being right.”


“Then what’s it about?”


“It’s about you not being here.”


“I’m sorry.”


“You’ve said that already.”


“I’m sorry, Ariel.”


He put his arm around her again, and this time she let it stay there. Eventually they fell asleep.


Like all mornings-after, the sun had risen, bright and oblivious. The newspaper appeared on their porch, parents walked their children to school. It was a beautiful day: sunny, temperate. Beside her, Dex lay with his face smashed into his pillow. She examined the freckles on his shoulder and recalled how she used to trace them, running a finger from his ear to the top of his spine, down the side of his body, over his pancake butt and down the back of his thigh and over, where his legs came together. She used to love touching him, loved the way she could abandon herself with him, how he abandoned himself with her, both of them shedding whatever it is that separates humans from the rest of the animal world and reverting, temporarily, into their most basic selves: scent, hunger, pleasure.


Now, more than five years in, she wanted to wipe the freckles into her palm, toss them out, start over. She wanted to begin again in the place where she loved Dex absolutely, an inflating love that colored her life the way a sunset could cast an ordinary field into lambent silver. Their first year together, everything he talked about carried a certain magic: huevos rancheros, the Far Bar, PBR. She had spent many months believing these things were intrinsically superior because Dex liked them, and because they were unfamiliar to her, as exotic as the names of foreign cities. When she finally drank a PBR, she could hardly believe the taste; it was an awful, cheap beer, somewhere on the spectrum between urine and water. The first time she went to the Far Bar, she discovered a dead fly in her rum and a peephole in the women’s bathroom. Like this, the years had cooled the fire in her belly. But it was the way love worked, wasn’t it? Nobody could stay in puppy love forever—it would be madness. Nothing would get done. The whole world would slip away in a daydream of sex and brunch.


The morning after the election, Dex had kissed her on the nose, his face smelling like a headache. “Happy first day of the apocalypse,” he said, rubbing his eyes—eyes so beautiful Ariel had once tried to search online for their exact color in Behr paint. Shallow Pond wasn’t exactly right, but it was close.


She said, “Oh God, I thought it was a nightmare.”


“Why don’t we go out for breakfast? It might cheer us up.”


“I don’t want to be cheered up.”


“So you just want to eat oatmeal and be miserable for the next four years?”


“He won’t last four years—it’s impossible.”


“Okay, Ariel. But what if he does? You’re just going to sulk the whole time?”


“You’re not getting it.”


“Let’s go to the Roost. I’ll buy you a Bloody Mary.”


With this, she got out of bed. She felt responsible to her sadness, to the sadness of others. She knew she had it easy in the grand scheme of things, but there were others out there whose lives were in real jeopardy—undocumented immigrants who might get deported, sick people whose health care might disappear. She didn’t understand how Dex could think about cocktails at a time like this. Then again, he always thought about cocktails.


She found herself thinking about the time her elementary school gym teacher, Coach Kell, punctured her lung in a horse-riding accident and the district put out a request for a sub. Perhaps as a result of some sudden desire to participate in the community, or maybe as a way to get out of the house and away from her mother, Ariel’s father had volunteered. Three times a week, as she and her classmates filed into the rubber-scented gymnasium, she was disturbed anew to find her father standing under the basketball hoop in white gym shorts and tube socks, eager to call roll so when he came to her name he could break into a grin so embarrassing Ariel would wish she had been the one to puncture her lung. Her father knew nothing about sports or physical health—he was a poet, after all, for whom exercise generally consisted of walking quietly around the pasture, head bowed in contemplation. The other students immediately sensed his weakness and took advantage, convincing him that Coach Kell let them run wild in the fields around the school. The dread Ariel felt going into gym class was of the same variety she felt now, imagining the new president in the White House.


She sat on the living room couch, uncertain what to do. She felt compelled to clean—to vacuum or put away the water glasses and cereal bowls Dex had left out—but years from now, when she looked back on this day, she wanted to remember something powerful: writing letters to her representatives or marching in a rally (surely there was a rally somewhere nearby?). She’d taken the day off from the clinic for this very reason: to celebrate or protest. But now, the day stretching out ahead of her, all she really wanted to do was sleep. There was a packet of peanut M&M’s in the freezer, and she was thinking about those, too.


She was still sitting there when Dex came downstairs and sat beside her. “I want to ask you something,” he said, “but it’s probably bad timing.”


“You could wait until it’s good timing.”


“But what if I really, really want to ask now?” He was twitching his nose, a nervous tic.


“Dex, just ask.”


“Okay,” he said, taking a breath. He then slipped onto the floor, took a knee, and presented a small toy turtle—she hadn’t even noticed he’d been hiding anything behind his back. The turtle had a green shell and yellow felt skin. Tiny black beads for eyes. “Will you marry me?”


She stared at the turtle, then at him, then back at the turtle. “What is that?”


His eyes fell on the turtle. “It’s a ring box. I thought you’d think it was cute. Is it not cute?”


Her heart was galumphing so forcefully she worried it might shoot from her chest and knock the turtle clean from his hands. “I think you’re supposed to open it,” she said.


“Oh, right.” He flicked the box open to reveal the ring. It was not a diamond or any recognizable stone. It was more of a rock, dark gray with chips of white.


“What is it?”


“It’s a dinosaur bone.”


“Really? From what kind of dinosaur?”


“Ariel, you’re supposed to say something. Say yes.”


“Yes,” she said, feeling light-headed. Here was the man she loved—however complicated that love might be—on his knee, asking to be with her forever using a turtle and a piece of an animal so ancient she couldn’t exactly comprehend it. They’d been dating for nearly six years, and she’d been waiting for this moment for at least the last two. Over the past few months, she’d convinced herself she didn’t want to be proposed to, that the whole thing was fundamentally sexist. She’d even entertained the idea of proposing to him but realized she didn’t feel strongly enough to buy a ring. But now here he was. Here she was. Here was the turtle.


He collapsed into her lap, pressed his cheek against her thigh. Then he raised his head and kissed her, pushing her back against the couch. “I love you,” he said. “More than anything.”


“I love you, too,” she said, taking his hand and letting him lead her upstairs to bed.


She’d just taken her shirt off when the doorbell rang. “Fuck,” Dex said.


“Fuck what? Don’t answer it.”


“I have to—it’s Buddy.”


“Then definitely don’t answer it.”


“He has my phone. He told me he’d bring it by this morning—I completely forgot.”


Buddy was always stealing Dex’s belongings or coming up with elaborate schemes that would require Dex to hang out with him. Once, while she and Dex were out to dinner at Cafe Beautiful for her birthday, he’d texted Dex that Scarlett Johansson was at the Jackpot, signing autographs. After listening to Dex whine and beg all through the main course, Ariel finally agreed that they could skip dessert to go see her. When they showed up to the Jackpot, it was just Buddy and a few other dudes, everyone drunk and cranky. Ariel pretended to be mad because Buddy had spoiled their date night; in reality, she, too, had wanted to see Scarlett.


“Don’t do it,” Ariel said. “Just say no.”


“I have to—he drove all the way here.”


“But you just asked me to marry you.” They hadn’t had sex in a while, and now she was hungry for it. To feel close to him in the way they knew best.


“It’ll take two seconds. Lightning speed. Zip zap.”


Knowing Dex would not be lightning speed or even dial-up internet speed, Ariel grabbed a book off her nightstand—she was rereading Annie John by Jamaica Kincaid for the third time. Twenty pages later, she could still hear him talking to Buddy at the front door. When she listened, she could make out snippets like “teeny-tiny mermaid tails everywhere” and “in the back of her van, a live baby deer.” Buddy had a deep, radio-announcer voice that carried no matter the volume. Once, at a mutual friend’s wedding, he’d scream-whispered to Ariel, “Nipple slip, bridesmaid two,” and the whole wedding party had turned to scowl at them.


In the end, Ariel had fallen back asleep, Annie John and the little felt turtle on the pillow beside her. When she woke, Buddy was gone and Dex had made pancakes, eggs, and grapefruit mimosas. She ate until she was full and drank until she was tipsy. For moments at a time, she forgot what was happening in the world and saw only her kitchen, where Dex had filled a skinny vase with aster and the air smelled of coffee and grapefruit. Dex was right—it had cheered her up, a cheer that ultimately made her feel guiltier than ever.


Now, in the bar, Sunny was stirring her drink, a tic that meant she was aggravated. “So tell me. Why, out of all the mornings, did he choose that one?”


“I don’t know,” Ariel said. “I think he was just trying to cheer me up.”


Sunny rolled her eyes. She didn’t totally dislike Dex, but often tried to sell Ariel on the benefits of single life. How can you like men right now? she’d asked after the “grab ’em by the pussy” tape came out. Ariel tried to explain that, in the grand scheme of the male species, Dex was a good example. He was the person she trusted most in the world, because every time she turned to him, he was there. If love was anything, she thought, it was the promise of unconditional attendance (what this said about her history of love, she didn’t like to think). There was also the fact that he made her happy—and wasn’t that the goal? Happiness? All these years later, she could still hear her mother clicking her tongue: Happiness is a hot turd straight from the ass of capitalism. The pursuit shouldn’t be happiness, it should be helpfulness. Goodness.


“So, what did you say?” Sunny asked.


“I said yes—what else would I say?”


“Well, there’s no, and let’s talk about this later, and I’m not sure yet—”


Ariel knew there was no use discussing the matter. “Sunny, I just wanted you to know.”


“Okay. Now I know.”


“What is it you wanted to tell me?”


Sunny adjusted in her seat. “I don’t want you to freak out. But I was bingeing on the news this morning, and I found this article.”


Sunny slid her phone toward Ariel. The headline read: Fire at Animal Sanctuary Ruled Arson. The hair on Ariel’s arms rose to attention. She scrolled down and immediately recognized her mother’s barn. Her stomach fell a thousand feet, hit a precipice, and fell a thousand more. A million miles away, an Otis Redding song she loved was playing on the bar’s stereo. Fa-fa-fa-fa-fa. Dex had once said of Otis Redding that he was his own emotion—You can be sad, you can be happy, or you can be Otis Redding.


“It’s your mom’s place, right?”


“Yes—that’s our barn.” A barn fire had always been her mother’s biggest fear, the way other mothers feared car crashes and cancer.


Nobody was injured in the fire, the article continued, although a mare and her foal died from smoke inhalation.


“How the fuck is that nobody?” Ariel said out loud, causing the couple in the adjacent booth to turn and look. Sunny put a hand on her arm.


Another picture revealed a swastika painted on the door of the detached garage where her mother kept the rabbits and rodents. Ariel was staring at the swastika, her heart pounding with rage, when something caught her eye. There were words next to the swastika, the letters slanted and fuzzy, nearly illegible—Dirty Jews. She blinked a few times but the words remained. Jews, not Jew. She knew, then, that whoever wrote the message intended it not just for her mother but for her as well. The article didn’t say who had done it, only that the suspect was in custody. Ariel couldn’t imagine who would do such a thing. Her mother wasn’t popular in town, but she certainly wasn’t hated.


“Did you get to the end?” Sunny asked.


Ariel was having trouble seeing—there were tears in her eyes. She blinked them away, not wanting to cry in public. The last paragraph read, The fire comes at a particularly difficult time for Ms. Siskin, who put her sanctuary up for sale last month. Her stomach turned again, a wave of heat. How could her mother sell the sanctuary? Where would she go? Where would the animals go? It was impossible, like someone putting their own head up for sale. Her mother was the Bright Side, and the Bright Side was her mother.


She put down the phone. “What do I do?” she asked.


Sunny tapped the edge of her glass. “I don’t know, but if something like this happened to my family, I’d go. No question.”


“But it’s been years—I can’t just show up.”


“There’s this crazy new thing called the telephone.”


“What if she won’t talk to me?”


“And what if you don’t call at all? What’s the difference then?”


Like always, Sunny had a point.










Mona


It happened the morning after the election, during a time Mona considered holy—a workless hour when even the moths rested their wings and the stars nodded off. It was Opal the wolfhound who woke her, howling like a banshee at 2:30 a.m.


Mona had sat up in bed, head pounding. She’d drank three beers the night before—the first alcohol she’d had in years. While it was true she disliked alcohol for the effect it had on people—people like her father—she also considered it a useless expenditure, as impractical as throw pillows or perfume. The beers were Gideon’s—he’d purchased an assortment of drinks, chips, and candies for the occasion. (“What is this, the Super Bowl?” Mona had asked, to which he’d responded, “Same idea, uglier cheerleaders.”) He’d wanted to spend the evening with his girlfriend, Joy, who was at a watch party with her cousins in Wichita, but Mona asked him to stay. There’s too much work, was her reasoning, but she knew Gideon saw through her. She didn’t want to be alone.


The beers had made her light-headed and bloated, but she’d been grateful for the buzz when, state by state, the news anchors delivered the verdict, solemn as doctors reporting a fatal diagnosis. Out of curiosity, Gideon had changed the channel to Fox News, where everyone was celebrating, their faces flushed with smug cheer, as if they’d just gotten their first kiss and the whole world had been there to watch.


“How can the same thing look so different?” Mona had asked.


Gideon had shrugged. “That’s people, I guess. I didn’t drink Pepsi until I was nineteen because my dad was a Coke man.”


Mona had gone upstairs then, eyes dry and head ringing, leaving Gideon in front of the television.


Part of her was relieved to hear Opal howling; the dog was in the late stages of bone cancer and had fallen into a monk-like silence, rarely leaving the couch and eating only what food Mona fed her by hand. Mona figured they had a week left together at most.


“Hush, girl,” Mona whispered, turning onto her side. “Go back to sleep.” Outside, the sanctuary stirred. It was not uncommon for the dogs to wake in a fit of barking that would cause the sheep to bleat, the donkeys to bray, the chickens to cluck. Tonight, she could hear someone—maybe her mare, Ginger—running around and whinnying. Perhaps there was a coyote. If so, the donkeys would run it off. The animals would settle down soon enough.


Opal howled again, and Mona was about to put a pillow over her head when she caught sight of a strange glow outside her window, where her barn stood. Inside the barn was Squid, a paint horse she’d rescued from a traveling rodeo the summer before. With Squid was her foal, a sweet, knob-kneed mare Gideon had named Aleira.


Mona sat up, watching dumbly as the sky outside her window turned gray. Opal licked her hand. What’s the matter with you? Opal asked with her eyes. Get up!


Mona threw on pants and a jean jacket and hightailed it outside, Opal limping loyally behind her. By the time she reached the barn, she found Gideon already in motion. A pack of dogs had followed her from the house and were now running back and forth, barking at the fire as if it were a stranger who might be scared off. Beyond the barn, the sheep were bleating, thinking it was time for their morning hay.


“Where’s Squid?” Mona shouted.


“She’s in there,” Gideon called back. “They’re both still in there.”


The other horses had disappeared into the pasture, but Ginger still paced the paddock, waiting for Squid and Aleira to come out. She reared up and then galloped in circles, the fire flashing in her eyes. She and Squid were friends.


Gideon sprinted toward the barn. He was too far away to hear Mona shout for him to be careful. Of course, he wouldn’t be careful. This was Gideon. He loved the horses as much as a man could love anything. Mona had learned, only recently, that he sometimes woke in the middle of the night to walk with them in the pasture.


Perhaps Mona had left the little Coleman lantern burning or had failed to notice a chewed-up electrical cord. Unlikely, but not impossible. She would have suspected lightning, but there were no clouds, only a Kansas sky so certain and infinite it was the closest thing she’d ever known to God.


Now, down Sanctuary Road, blue and red lights disco-flashed against the horizon.


It was then her German shepherd Katydid spotted a figure moving behind the barn. Katydid went after the shadow, one streak of darkness chasing another.


“Fuck off!” came a man’s voice from the shadow. Then, a cry of pain and the sound of Katydid growling.


When the figure emerged from behind the barn, Katydid’s mouth locked on his wrist, Mona saw who it was. Sydney Fuller, Big John’s little brother. He was wearing all black and had shaved his head clean down to the skin.


In the strobe of the police sedan’s headlights, Sydney met her gaze. She remembered the little boy who’d played clarinet with Ariel—his round face, the painful-looking acne on his chin. How he’d once kicked dust into a dog’s eyes and laughed as the dog ran away, sneezing. He was older now, his jaw lean and angular. It disturbed her, suddenly, the fact that children transform so completely. For a moment, she thought he was winking at her—a knowing, malicious wink—but suddenly both of his eyes were fluttering. He was not winking, but crying.





After the firefighters had doused the last flame, after Doc Powell had declared Squid and Aleira dead from smoke inhalation, after a deep, eerie silence settled over the sanctuary, Mona sat with Gideon in the living room, where they took turns looking out the window at the smoldering barn.


A saying had entered Mona’s head and wouldn’t leave. My barn having burned to the ground, I can now see the moon. It was an old samurai poem her ex-husband, Daniel, used to recite whenever he wanted to look on the bright side. At first, he’d used it in earnest—like when Mona’s father died and left her the money she needed to buy the sanctuary. The poem had, in fact, been the inspiration for the sanctuary’s name—but, over the years, he’d begun to use it ironically. His toast would fall on the ground, butter-side down, and he’d say, My barn having burned to the ground, I can now see the moon. Meaning I’m going to eat a doughnut.


Now there was no triumphant moon, just the milk-white glow of dawn. A charred roof. A black hole yawning above the stall where Squid and Aleira had taken their grain. Soon the barn would not even belong to her—none of it would belong to her. The night felt like a dream. Her entire life, sometimes, felt like a dream.


Gideon made strong coffee and opened a sleeve of Ritz crackers neither he nor Mona touched. Like sitting shiva, Mona thought. After her mom died, when she’d asked her father about sitting shiva, he’d told her, With your mom gone, there’s no sense doing all that Jewy stuff. By this he meant Mona would no longer attend the synagogue in Wichita where she and her mother had gone every Saturday morning for as long as Mona could remember. In the sanctuary, she and her mother would listen as the rabbi filled the room with his booming voice. All the songs were in Hebrew, but still Mona understood, through the sheer tenor and urgency of the rabbi’s voice, that he sang about the power, love, and rage of God, about how terrifying and lovely it was to be alive. What Mona liked best about these mornings was that it was just her mother and her—Mona’s father, raised Catholic, never came along. Afterward, they would get lunch at a restaurant called Piccadilly, where Mona would order spaghetti and her mother would order a salad with tuna fish and cottage cheese. This was the Jewy stuff to which her father referred—those sacred mornings with her mother. To Mona, Judaism had little to do with God and everything to do with her mom.


As far as Mona knew, it was sacrilegious to sit shiva for a horse, but this was the least she and Gideon could do, these hours of quiet reflection. They had loved that foal, sweet as anything. And Squid. There wasn’t a mom in the world as good as Squid.


She felt dizzy thinking about everything she needed to do—call Coreen about borrowing a backhoe to dig the graves, tarp the roof of the barn, contact her homeowner’s insurance. All this, in addition to the regular chores. All this, in addition to the fear that now roiled in her gut and the sadness that gripped her each time she imagined what it must have been like for Squid and Aleira, trapped in the barn as smoke rushed in. Despite everything, she was grateful the barn’s structure remained. The firefighters had worked quickly. How they’d come so fast, Mona couldn’t figure, but she was not about to question this particular miracle. That she was nearly out of hay had been a great source of stress but now seemed like incredible fortune—if her hay guy, Artie, hadn’t gotten a bad flu, delaying her order of one hundred bales, the barn would be gone.


When the dogs started whimpering for their breakfast, Gideon turned to her and asked, “What is it we’re supposed to do now?”


Mona took a sip of her coffee, which had grown tepid. Go to sleep and never wake up? Let the animals do as they please? Eventually she said, “Same as we always do. Start feeding everyone their breakfast.”





She saw the swastikas on her way to feed the sheep: one on the garage door, one on the shed, one on the windshield of Old Baby. Later, she would find a miniature one on the FOR SALE sign.


She discovered the mangled spray paint can in the pigpen, where her Yorkshire, Lady Madonna, had acquired the bright red mouth of a circus clown—she’d tried to eat the can. Also in red was the word JEW, painted hastily across Lady Madonna’s mud-crusted back. There was a sick look to the pig’s eyes and a puddle of vomit at her feet. As Mona washed Lady Madonna’s snout with a warm rag, her barn still sending up thin ribbons of smoke into the morning’s blue sky, she felt her anger bloom into something darker, more dangerous.


After this, life on the Bright Side seemed cracked—that was the only way she could put it, as if a container had splintered and all the light was now pouring out. For the past six years, she’d been fine living alone—a touch lonesome, but fine. Now she woke in the middle of the night, her sheets damp with sweat, a ringing in her ears. She would hold her breath and listen, an unwise habit to develop on an animal sanctuary, where strange sounds could be heard at all hours of the night. Even in silence, she could pull out a thread of sound—an owl hooting, a dog snoring, the metallic screech of a cat fight—and stitch it into a nightmare. How angry she was that Sydney had taken from her the one thing she’d always had: courage.










Ariel


For more than a week, Ariel couldn’t bring herself to make the call. Each time she thought about it, a feeling of nervous dread would rise up so forcefully she sometimes had to bend over, put her hands on her knees. SHE’S YOUR EFFING MOM, Sunny texted her one afternoon. JUST DO IT ALREADY.


OK, OK, Ariel sent back. Tonight—I promise.


When she got home, Dex was on the couch, playing on his phone. Probably Candy Crush or Two Dots. She noticed the windowsill held a new succulent, a peach-colored flower pushing up through a spiral of dark, waxy leaves. Dex was obsessed with plants. He bought a new one every other week, imbuing their otherwise cramped and unextraordinary house with a lush, jungle feel. It was one of the many things she loved about him, how he could transform a space into something textured and alive.


“Good day?” he called from the couch.


“Not bad,” she said, setting her things down. “Got peed on by a corgi.”


“That’s my lady.” He was still looking at his phone. “Want to get food somewhere?”


“I thought you were making lasagna.” All day, she had looked forward to a home-cooked meal. When he wanted to, Dex could be an excellent cook.


“I was going to, but then I started craving India Palace.”


“I’m not hungry right now,” she said, trying to mask her irritation. “Maybe later.”


“When is later?”


She went to the kitchen table, where her laptop was. “If I had to guess,” she said, starting up the machine, “it’ll be sometime between now and the future.”


She ignored his groan as she searched for the most recent article about the fire, a shock running up her neck as she found one dated just the day before. When she read the suspect’s name, the world flickered, froze, and then grew fuzzy. Sydney Fuller. The same Sydney who taught her how to play Risk, who showed her how to dance the Macarena, who gifted her a package of strawberry-flavored reeds for her clarinet when Ariel’s mom kept forgetting to buy them. The same Sydney she’d hurt all those years ago. He was now in jail, his bail set at $200,000. If sentenced, he could face up to fifteen years in prison. Arson. Hate crime. Cruelty to animals. “What I did was wrong,” he was quoted in the article. “I see that now and can only hope God will forgive me.”


She stared at his mug shot. Despite his shaved head, he had grown more handsome over the years, his chin stronger, his acne gone. She recalled the first time she ever saw him. It was seventh grade, third period, band class. He was short and scrawny, with red hair that stuck up in the front, stiff with gel, and elbows so dry they appeared gray. He’d dressed up for his first day at a new school: khaki cargo pants, Red Hot Chili Peppers T-shirt, and a hemp necklace with green-and-red peace-sign beads. Ariel was alarmed when Ms. Kahn assigned him first-chair clarinet, a distinction that had always been Ariel’s. Jealousy soon gave way to pity when she learned Sydney’s parents had died in a car accident that winter, while heading to church—that he and his older brother, Big John, had moved to St. Clare to live with their grandma Loretta. This was why he would sometimes tear up in the middle of band practice—this, and he’d hurt his neck in the wreck and sometimes felt a shooting pain in his upper back. As if things weren’t hard enough, he was also first-chair clarinet in a town where boys, if they dared play an instrument at all, chose drums, tuba, or trumpet. In the hall, kids began to shout faggot and fruitcake. Watching the awkward drama of Sydney’s bullying—the way he cowered, how kids threw balled-up paper at his back—horrified Ariel. Having always been the target, she had never witnessed this abuse from the outside. To her surprise, when she invited him to sit with her at lunch, he said yes. From there, a friendship unfolded. At first, Ariel assumed their connection was based on circumstance—they were both lonely band geeks who lived in St. Clare—but as they spent more time together, she began to genuinely like Sydney’s company. He was funny, with a grim sense of humor like her father’s, and often talked about the movies and shows his grandma let him watch—The Matrix, American Idol, The Real World. He had grown up in St. Louis and felt bigger than St. Clare, his life still tethered to the outside world. She was happy when, on his insistence, they began practicing clarinet together after school, in her mother’s garage or sitting on metal chairs in the pasture, the horses pacing, curious, around them. Occasionally they would go to his house, which smelled of mothballs and Lysol and made Ariel feel inexplicably sad. Loretta would bring them crustless sandwiches or pouches of warm Capri Sun, kissing Sydney on the forehead whenever she left the room. Mostly, he was nice to Ariel, but sometimes, if he was having a hard day, he could be cruel. He’d ask if she was retarded when she couldn’t figure out a line of music. Or he’d say she smelled like a barn—didn’t she take showers? There was also the time he patted the top of her head, and when she’d asked, giggling, what he was doing, he said he was feeling for her horns. Still, she cared for him. He was her only friend, and despite his occasional unkindness, she believed that, deep down, he was good. She was the one who had hurt him in the end, and she wondered now, in a flash of anxiety, whether this hurt had something to do with the fire. If, all these years later, Sydney had wanted to hurt her back.
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