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For Marta

To our memories of youthful desert skies.

For Beebo

Your trust in the unseen shows just how brilliantly smart you are, kid.






I knew nothing but shadows, and I thought them real.

—Oscar Wilde, The Picture of Dorian Gray








MISSING—JOHN LARUSSO


Golden, CO—A frantic search is underway for six-year-old John Larusso, a kindergarten student at Perry Elementary School, who mysteriously disappeared outside Golden.

John was last seen by his family early Monday morning when his mother, Emma, dropped him off at his bus stop on Iowa Street, blocks away from his home. Ms. Larusso watched as he boarded bus 237 at approximately 8:15 a.m. His teacher, Melissa Tiller, confirmed his presence in class, and he was later seen by the child’s bus driver, Albert Finnegan, while boarding the bus after school.

Despite these confirmations, John never made it home. As John is the only student disembarking at the Iowa Street bus stop, Mr. Finnegan states he was “confused” as to why the child did not get off the bus that afternoon. “I didn’t see him get off at any other stop,” Mr. Finnegan recalled. “I would have noticed. John always said goodbye to me. I remember him getting on, but I have no idea where he could have gotten off.”

John is described as a cheerful, energetic boy with brown hair and hazel eyes, standing about 3 feet, 9 inches tall. He was last seen wearing a blue Adidas windbreaker, a red backpack, and red-and-blue Nike Spider-Man sneakers.

The Larusso family is making a heartfelt appeal for anyone with information to come forward. “We are devastated and just want our little boy back home safely,” said Ms. Larusso in a tearful plea to the Golden community.

Authorities, along with local volunteers, have launched an extensive search operation in the surrounding neighborhoods and wooded areas. They are seeking any witnesses who might have seen John after he left school along Perry Elementary School’s bus route 9.

“We’re doing everything we can to find John and bring him home safely,” reassured Detective Mark Stevens of the Golden Police Department. “We urge anyone with any information, no matter how small, to contact us immediately.”

The community has come together in a show of unity, distributing flyers and organizing search parties to assist in the efforts to find John. Local businesses are also stepping up, offering rewards for any information leading to his safe return. “John is a great kid, and we want to see him back in our shop as soon as possible,” stated Gavin McDaniels, owner of the local Mr. Frosty franchise—John’s favorite ice cream spot. “Free ice cream for life goes to anyone who assists local authorities in locating our friend John.”

Anyone with information about John’s whereabouts is asked to contact the Golden Police Department or their local police station. The Larusso family and the entire community are hoping for a safe and swift resolution to this alarming situation.

Yolanda Evans for The Golden Gazette









1 ISLA


Six Weeks Before

Crouched in the garden with her hands in the soil, her head fuzzy and equilibrium a little off, Isla had escaped the house when the report had come on the TV—another missing child, this one in an adjacent county. Isla couldn’t handle the news. Every newly vanished child was a reminder. Each urgent broadcast, a trigger. Another freshly pinned-up flyer, a jab at her heart. Children, missing. People’s babies, possibly forever gone.

At least, she thought, I know what happened to mine.

I can’t imagine the not knowing.

I can’t imagine.

I simply can’t.

Luke and August were arguing again. She could hear her husband and eldest—her only son—through the kitchen window. The breeze carried their angry voices across the backyard, into the garden, and past the insect-like buzzing in her ears. Buzzing, much like how every cell phone in the house had vibrated and chimed all at once only minutes before, a shrill alarm that never failed to stop her heart. Another Amber Alert. The third one that week. But it didn’t matter how many there had been. Every single one wreaked havoc on Isla’s nerves.

She glanced over her shoulder, her dark brown hair carried across her wide forehead by the wind. It was bucolic, really, that rural Colorado farmhouse she’d always wanted. It was a dream now tarnished by so much tragedy and yelling. It seemed arguing was the only thing August knew how to do anymore, and Eden wasn’t far behind. Neither of Isla’s oldest children appeared to care about their freshly shattered family—the fact that she was out in the garden, yanking weeds out of the ground rather than holding a baby to her breast. She should have been sitting in a nursery, rocking back and forth the way she’d done for them all not so long ago.

Isla was usually good at handling the drama. She’d learned to tune it out. But she couldn’t deal with August’s theatrics since losing Adam nine months earlier, and the fresh wave of missing child alerts that seized their phones, televisions, and newspapers every other day only pushed her further into her sorrow.

Nine months. She’d been pregnant with grief for a full three trimesters. It felt both like forever ago and only yesterday. By now she should have started to feel better, should have started to find herself again the way she had after the others. And yet her wallow felt deeper by the day, refusing to lift. Unable to lift. As if waiting for something. But waiting for what?

Isla exhaled a breath toward the untended garden box before her. She could feel the whispered beginnings of another migraine, the kind that could take her out for days. She should have been upstairs, hiding from her thoughts, avoiding the news reports. She should have silenced her phone weeks ago when the reports had started pouring in. Or turned it off. Or given it to the dogs to destroy. She should have climbed into bed, shoved in her earplugs, and blotted out the world—the one happening both in and outside her home. But she’d fled into the sunshine instead, the garden calling to her. Because there was nothing better for a broken heart than distraction, or so she told herself.

So much to do out here.

She didn’t give half a damn about the garden anymore, but it was something to do.

Isla had zeroed in on the weeds from the kitchen window while August yelled at his father to give him “a goddamn break!” Seventeen years old and already so obstinate. Him and his Punisher T-shirts, his steel-toed boots, and vintage punk noise. She had hardly recognized him when, months before, he had walked into the dining room with a shock of box-dyed black hair. Isla had cried while trying to hold a conversation with him, but he’d simply smirked at her and left the room. But two could play at that game, and as if to get back at him, Isla had pulled the same move on him only minutes before.

August and Luke had started their typical verbal jousting, and rather than standing there listening to them, Isla had pushed away from the kitchen counter and stepped out of the house. In her rush to escape, she’d left her phone, the screen door slapping the jamb behind her. Let them fight, she had thought. Because she didn’t need to hear it. Not today. Not when every day she felt shattered, the memories eating her alive. When she felt so utterly alone.

The garden was at the far end of the property, surrounded by a picket fence. Luke had erected it when the garden had been nothing more than a fantasy—dirt and patches of crabgrass that Isla had yanked out of the ground during a sweltering week of July. Luke’s fence had served as a promise that, yes, a garden would exist there one day, beautiful and vibrant, alive, if it was the last thing Isla achieved. August had only been three, then; wielding a huge paintbrush while donning his OshKosh B’gosh overalls and tiny toddler sandals, he made Isla laugh at how much he reminded her of Huckleberry Finn. She’d spent an entire week painting that damn thing white. Now the paint was peeling like a bad sunburn. It looked how she felt: cracked, exposed, struggling to hold on.

Eden had been two then, only a year behind August. Now, fourteen years later, the little girl who had helped Isla plant their first strawberry bushes often struck her as a stranger—another one under her roof, just like her brother. Eden, a once-sweet Peppa Pig–obsessed little girl, was now sixteen with flax-blond hair sweeping past her waist, her phone glued to the palm of her hand, and a perpetual look of irritation riding easy upon her lips. And August, the baby boy who had once hidden beneath her long skirt while she seeded carrots? He was now shouting loud enough for her to hear clear out by the tree line.

“You think you know so damn much, but you don’t know a goddamn thing!”

She dug her fingers into the soil as if to root herself to the ground. The garden looked terrible this year. She’d once spent hours here every day, tending to herbs, tomatoes, and peas; battling aphids and beetles and an occasional outbreak of early blight. But the past nine months had been awful. Her migraines had returned. Fatigue had been a beast. The weird nightmares of her youth were worse than ever. All those ailments had left the garden a veritable weed field, wilting in the Colorado heat. The weeds swayed in the morning breeze, mocking her lack of motivation, daring her to let them continue to grow unrestrained.

We don’t care what you’re going through, they seemed to say. Just give us time. A few more days…

A few more days to choke the tomato plant she’d half-heartedly planted in early summer. It hadn’t sprouted a single fruit all season. A few more days to snarl the strawberries that were too sour to be edible. Everything she’d sowed seemed poisoned, destined to die. The weeds would creep into the herbs, suck up their nutrients, and deprive them of sun. Finally, they’d simply grow unrestrained, choking everything out. She studied the tangle of dandelions, the curly dock and bindweed, idly wondering if she lay down between the raised beds, would the weeds slowly grow over her as well? Would their roots twist their way into her nostrils and down her throat? She pictured herself suffocating out there beyond the peeling paint of the fence, her eyes staring up past the clouds toward whatever was beyond. She imagined dying and caught herself wondering, What would it feel like? Had Adam sensed it? What about the babies before him? Had they known they would never be born?

Had Adam reached his due date, he would have been three months old this very day, just starting to babble, sucking on his tiny feet, and bursting into laughter at the most random things. August had thought the sound of tearing paper was hilarious. Eden had laughed herself into a fit while watching birds burst out of the trees. Olive laughed herself breathless at her father’s singing—Raffi’s “Baby Beluga” on repeat until Isla was sure her head would split. Willow had loved helium balloons tied to her ankle, and Sophie still cracked up when her dad chased her around the house with the kitchen tongs.

It was hard to think that five children were all there would be.

Five, she thought. That’s four more than most couples even want. Be grateful.

But Isla and Luke were the kind of people who wanted a brood, never mind the impact on the cost of living, the endless diapers and whining and potty training and incessant Bluey episodes. They’d been over the moon when, only six months after August was born, they’d found themselves pregnant with Eden. Sweet Olive came nearly three years later with her sandy brown hair and wide smile. Then Willow three years after that: graceful, sophisticated, starkly serious. Sophie had taken them four summers more.

And after Sophie, shouldn’t that have been enough? One more would have been another mouth to feed, another kid to battle at the kitchen table when they refused to do their math problems or read the book they’d been assigned. Except no… it hadn’t been enough. It wasn’t enough. Isla didn’t feel finished. She longed for one more. But clearly some cosmic message had been received, and despite Isla’s fertility, more children refused to come. And this time, after Adam, something seemed different. Final. Like it was the end.

You’d be over sixty by the time that baby graduated high school, she reminded herself, as though having a baby in her forties was the worst thing in the world. You’re done, then. It just isn’t meant to be. And yet she was ready to scream to the sky that she didn’t want to give up.

God, why?!

As though he’d answer. As if he’d give her an acceptable reason for stealing her children away.

What is it about me? Is it a curse? Is it something I’ve done?

As if he’d finally open his arms to her and explain: My child, let me tell you about the babies. About your mother. About Ruby Mae.

These were the lingering thoughts that had led Isla to the medicine cabinet during a hopeless night. She could remember the sound of pills bouncing against the bathroom sink, the sound of Luke’s panic-stricken cry, so different from yet simultaneously like her mother’s scream so many years before. But the rest? A void. When she’d finally woken up, she’d found herself the proud recipient of an involuntary two-week vacation care of the local mental health facility. Luke begged for forgiveness as she lay there, peering at the fluorescent lights overhead, refusing to meet his gaze. The loony bin, as her mother would have put it. I’d rather die of crazy than ever go to a place like that.

“Why’s it always about your roof?!” August boomed from inside the house. “What about the fact that it’s my life?!”

Isla squinted at the pulled dandelion held tightly between her fingers. She couldn’t recall whether she’d ever had such a typically teenage fight with her mother before things had fallen apart. Isla’s most vivid memory was of Skye Berkley chasing her out the front door of their crappy little house on the outskirts of Golden, her long curly hair flying wildly behind her, like Medusa with her head of snakes. She’d screamed, Get away from me! Screamed, Where’s my daughter?! Screamed like the lunatic she had inevitably become.

And what about you? Isla thought. Missus Loony Bin.

Luke yelled something unintelligible from inside the house.

“He’s going to end up hating us,” Isla whispered to the soon-to-be-wilting weed lying limp in her hand. “Won’t that be ironic?”

If that happened, she’d be the estranged daughter that became the mother of an estranged son. The crazy daughter of the crazy mother.

I’d rather die of crazy than ever go to a place like that.

But Isla had gone to just such a place. She’d left there with a handful of prescriptions for depression, anxiety, stuff to help her sleep. But she was still spiraling, falling headlong into the depths of despair; and the idea of losing August to teenage angst, to vitriol and stupid callow fights? It made her skin grow cold. If August and Luke kept fighting, maybe August would finally be pushed too far. Hell, perhaps Luke would beat him to the punch and get to the point of shouting for their firstborn to get out.

Get out! Get the hell out!

Get away from me!

No. He’d never. Not in a million years.

But sometimes life didn’t make a bit of sense, did it? People were unpredictable. She knew that for damn sure. So, why should that have excluded Luke?

“Then maybe I should leave!” August yelled from inside the house, and Isla’s heart twisted into a hard knot within her chest. August, the “tough” kid who thought he could take on anything because he listened to the Misfits and owned a studded leather jacket, a shield of protection from the harsh realities of the world. She imagined him stomping out of the house, never looking back.

Or, maybe, Luke would finally lose it. Good! Get out. Get out!

The idea of history repeating itself… impossible, she thought Because despite their shortcomings, there was nothing August could do to push her or Luke to such reprehensible extremes. Was there? Isla would never abandon her kids like her own mother had. Would she? Not for anyone or anything. No. Not ever. Not on her life.

Except people were unpredictable.

Skye Berkley had at least taught her that.

A whip of wind dragged cool air across Isla’s bare arms, drawing her attention to the swaying blue spruce and Douglas fir just beyond the property line.

It was then that she saw something out there. Maybe.

For a moment, her head throbbed in a painfully familiar way. The warning buzz of an incoming migraine crackled deep within her ears, angry and electric. Isla winced against the sunlight and looked away from the trees, dropping the dandelion and shielding her eyes from the morning’s glare. When she could no longer hear her pulse whooshing through her skull, she looked up again, expecting to see nothing. Possibly a shadow, like the traces of darkness she’d experienced nearly all her life now. Except, no. This wasn’t one of those peripheral mirages. This was…

A child…?

A boy, likely no more than five or six years old.

Isla’s heart stopped, wound up, then slammed against her chest.

Adam?

Impossible, of course. Adam was dead.

But this boy… she’d never seen him before. At least she didn’t think so. He was no one recognizable. No friend of Sophie’s or face on a billboard in town. And how would a local boy have gotten to her house anyway? They were nearly ten miles from town, over three miles from the nearest neighbor.

Yet, there he was, standing in the shade of the towering pines, dressed in a peculiar sort of linen jumper—sleeveless with short pants, once white but now filthy with God only knew how much time spent in the woods. A shock of fiery red hair was matted to the side of his head. His eyes—or what she could see of them—were wildly huge. Like a deer in headlights, a boy paralyzed by fear.

Missing, she thought. He’s one of the missing. Right?

Not from one of the billboards, but that didn’t matter. There were so many of them now.

But what shook Isla to her core were his feet—proof that this child was an unfathomable anomaly. Miles from the closest house, the kid was barefoot. No sneakers. No socks. Two words whispered within her head.

Nine months.

Hardly breathing and afraid to move, Isla gawked. She forced her mind back to the most likely scenario. This was one of the missing children, one of the Amber Alerts from the past few days. Of course he was. He had to be. But just as soon as the explanation presented itself—sound, logical, rooted in reality—Isla swatted it away.

Adam sent him….

A wave of emotions swept over her as the child peered back. Shock. Surprise. A strange sort of hopeful joy, because while she knew it was a beyond-ridiculous notion, maybe her sweet Adam had somehow sensed her inexhaustible sadness. Perhaps, looking down at her from wherever he had gone, he knew how hollow she felt without him, how devastating his loss had been. Maybe this was his way of making things better. Maybe this was a gift. Nine months of carrying such an impossible burden of grief, now replaced by hope.

A sob wrenched itself from deep within her.

Oh, Adam…

Isla dared lift a dirty hand in silent greeting, her fingers unfurling in assurance that she meant no harm.

“H-hello,” Isla said, her voice stuttering with emotion. She spoke loud enough for the child to hear but gently as to not startle him. It was the very same way she’d spoken to her own children any time they crossed paths with wildlife. A fox. A marmot. A fawn. A boy.

Don’t be afraid.

The child furrowed his eyebrows at Isla’s hand, as though not understanding such a universal salutation. He didn’t move.

“My name is Isla,” she said. “Are you lost, sweetheart?”

Say no, she thought, even though she knew it was impossible. Say no. Say no.

Again, nothing.

Isla dared to stand from her crouch, moving so slowly her legs trembled beneath her weight. Within her achingly slow motion, she became aware of just how hard her heart was pounding, just how erratic her breath was now that she wasn’t holding it in. It was a sensation of complete alarm and absolute exhilaration, a feeling of both worry and bliss. Logic told her to run back to the house and retrieve her phone, to call the police. But her heart promised her that this child wasn’t a face in any database. No, this child had been abandoned—like me—and however tragic that was, she yearned for it to be true.

She ached for Adam, desperate for a final child.

It’s called post-traumatic stress disorder, they had told her. You’ve likely had it for a very long time.

Perhaps that’s why she’d been so drawn to the garden that morning—not because of the weeds, but because something had called her out into the sunshine, wanting to show her what was awaiting her in the shadows. Come, the forest had called. Come see what’s hidden in our boughs. Come see who’s waiting….

And here he was. A boy.

Extending a hand outward, she signaled that the child should move forward. Come. She expected him to remain motionless, or maybe to retreat. Instead, he took a single step in her direction, and Isla’s hands flew to her mouth.

Is this what a miracle looks like? she wondered, her gaze fixed on the child.

“My God, where did you come from?” she asked.

Shooting a quick look behind her shoulder toward the house, she found Luke standing on the back porch steps, staring beyond her. His expression was something akin to fascination, as though unable to trust his own eyes.

It was August who threw her back into reality, his voice cutting through the surrealism of the moment from right behind her.

“Jesus,” he remarked, unmoved by the wonder of it all. “Who the hell is that?”






EXCERPT FROM THE HIDDEN MYSTERIES OF A FERAL CHILDHOOD



Feral children are a truly rare phenomenon with only a handful of documented cases over the past century. Their scarcity adds to the intrigue of their stories. Both captivating and unsettling, these accounts reveal the depths of human resilience while highlighting the profound impact of social isolation.

Research has shown that feral children, despite their remarkable survival skills—like heightened senses and animal communication—face daunting challenges in integrating into civilized society. The lack of early social interaction leaves them with severe deficits that are extremely difficult if not altogether impossible to overcome.

The process of assimilating feral children into everyday family life is fraught with difficulties. Despite efforts by caregivers and specialists, these children often struggle with rudimentary social skills and fundamental emotional connections. In one notable case, a child found in the Ozark Mountains—the “Ozark Urchin”—exhibited behaviors more akin to animals rather than humans. Despite all exhibited kindness and patience by the caretaking family, placing the child in a home environment was met with resistance and distress and, ultimately, violence.

Experts unanimously agree that while feral cases are rare, they serve as a stark reminder of the crucial role of early human contact and socialization. The enigmatic circumstances of their discoveries often raise more questions than answers, fueling ongoing research into the causes and implications of these inscrutable and often unexplained lives.

Morgan, E. (1997). The Hidden Mysteries of a Feral Childhood. Gate Falls University Press








DAY ONE







2 LUKE


Luke’s eyes roved the walls of the social worker’s office. It reminded him of elementary school, of the times he’d been sent to the principal’s office for random infractions, like when he had climbed the outside of the tube slide or when he’d told a fellow classmate to kiss my butt, jerkface. With his eyes fixed on the classic kitten poster pinned behind the social worker’s desk—HANG IN THERE!—Luke smirked at the onslaught of recollections he hadn’t thought of in years.

“What?”

Isla’s inquiry was lightning quick. She was nervous, tense as a wound-up spring, but she’d been that way for the past six weeks. Ever since the mystery kid had showed up, it seemed that he was all Isla thought about.

I know him, she had whispered. I swear I’ve seen him somewhere before.

Luke had been the one to call the police. Isla had acted as though she could have taken the authorities or left them. He chalked it up to her broken heart, her fractured state of mind, but he hadn’t been able to help the words that had slipped past his lips.

He’s one of the kids everyone’s looking for, Isla. He’s someone’s baby….

She had wept while the cops put the kid in the back of a cruiser, then wept again when the social worker she’d been in touch with finally confirmed what Isla had waited to hear: nobody had reported him missing. The state of Colorado had no idea who he was or where he’d come from, and from the sound of it, they wouldn’t be finding out anytime soon because the kid didn’t speak.

Despite this whole situation being Isla’s idea, Luke had been watching her wring her hands in her lap for the past twenty minutes. Meanwhile, he had his own thoughts on the matter. Like, wasn’t it crazy to bring a strange kid into their home? Forget the fact that they had no idea who he was or where he’d come from. Software engineering job or not, the recession had hit the Hansens just as hard as it had every other middle-class American family. Food was beyond expensive. They were already cutting corners, keeping their sacrifices quiet so the kids wouldn’t worry. He’d been just about over the moon when Gus had spontaneously decided to quit guitar lessons. The fact that kids were buying all their clothes at thrift stores, looking like they stepped straight out of the nineties… that was a plus. At least Eden wasn’t begging for Hollister money. And then there was the fact that the farmhouse didn’t have the space for another dependent. They were full to the gills with five kids as it was.

That, and Luke still couldn’t quite believe it. All those missing kids, but this kid shows up out of nowhere, and no one’s searching for him? The police had put out a bulletin. There had even been a press conference on the local news. Luke was certain the authorities had reached out to all four corners in search of leads, in search of parents desperate to find their lost son. Sure, they hadn’t located anyone yet, but the kid had a family, right? He had to have come from somewhere.

Secretly, that was the biggest reason Luke had agreed to foster the boy in the first place. After a handful of late-night battles and watching Isla crumble into a fit of sobs, he’d acquiesced. No one could locate the kid’s family because the kid didn’t speak, but his people would eventually turn up. When they did, Isla would be forced to surrender the child to his rightful parents. And that would become a whole other level of drama that he wasn’t ready for.

But for now, at least she’ll be distracted, he thought. At least she’ll be too busy to be sad.

“What?” Isla asked again. “What is it?”

Luke simply gave her a shake of his head.

“Nothing,” he said. “Just remembering how much of a little shit I used to be.”

Despite her nerves, the corner of her mouth curved up in a subtle smile. “And we wonder where August gets it from,” she said.

They both chuckled softly. It was anxious laughter that filled the quiet of that perfectly square office space. Four white walls. One lonely window looking out onto an even lonelier parking lot. A billboard in the distance, the word “missing” in red capitals next to a picture of a pretty little girl. Luke remembered getting an Amber Alert about that kid a few weeks ago. She was from a few towns over. Crested Butte, if he remembered correctly. He squinted at the headshot, half-obscured by the corner of a building.

He has to come from somewhere, he kept thinking. How can all those others be missing, but nobody is looking for him?

Diverting his eyes, he studied the linoleum. Eventually, the office door swung open, and the social worker stepped inside.

“Mr. and Mrs. Hansen, thanks for waiting,” she told them.

She wasn’t what Luke expected, though he wasn’t sure what he had expected: maybe a beady-eyed old lady with Coke-bottle glasses, a woman who had worked for the state of Colorado for sixty-some-odd years. Instead, Helen Plummer was tall and elegant in a fashionable skirt suit and high heels. Shifting a manila file folder jammed full of paper in her arms, she lowered herself into her creaky desk chair, swept a flank of coily hair over her shoulder, and gave them both an imploring look.

“This is a difficult case,” she told them, as though they’d forgotten. As though Luke hadn’t spent the last few weeks conducting incognito Google searches about fostering kids… about how to get out of the situation if it all went south.

“We know,” Isla said with a vehement nod. “Of course, yes. I mean…” She held her hands outward, palms up, asking for answers. Fill us in. Please.

Helen shifted in her seat, then glanced to the thick file in front of her.

“Honestly… I’m not sure we’d be here had this child not wandered onto your property,” she explained. “This is such an extraordinary case. A confusing case. We have virtually nothing to go on. He’s not on the radar—not for us, not for any other counties. We’ve checked Arizona, Utah, New Mexico…”

“Then what’s all that?” Luke asked, motioning to the file beneath Helen’s right hand. It sure looked like a lot more than nothing.

“Notes. Tests,” Helen replied, glancing to what looked to be a fresh pink manicure.

“What kind of tests?” Isla asked.

Luke’s gaze shifted to his wife. All at once he was overwhelmed with déjà vu. They’d been here before, just not in this office, not with Helen Plummer. He’d sat next to Isla in more than a few obstetricians examining rooms, his hands squeezing hers. The doctor would talk of tests and various possibilities.

There’s nothing wrong with you, Mrs. Hansen. Not that we can tell.

Sometimes they’d just offer their condolences, give Isla’s shoulder a tight squeeze, and excuse themselves, leaving the nurse to handle the fallout.

Watching Isla twist her hands in her lap, Luke could tell she was worried, scared that something would come up, something that would keep Social Services from releasing the kid and placing him with their family.

Sorry, this boy is much too complex. Sorry, you’re out of your depth.

Right then, Luke would breathe out a sigh of relief. Because he’d seen the articles, cases of abandoned kids and how they were handled. Nothing he had come across sounded even vaguely similar to what they were dealing with here. He’d ended up searching terms that had made him uncomfortable. Abandoned child syndrome. Severe neglect. Feral kids. Everything he read on those subjects sounded more than terrifying, not something he wanted to voluntarily step into. And none of those cases had any information about how they were handled by Social Services, because those cases were so incredibly rare.

Had Helen come out and said the kid was too much of a challenge, Luke wouldn’t have argued. He’d given in after the fights, sure, but secretly? He didn’t want this. Not even a little bit. And yet here he was, holding his tongue, hoping to be denied… all the while knowing that despite his reluctance, Isla needed it.

“Psychological tests,” Helen said, answering Isla’s question. “We put all our charges through such basic testing before placing them in a foster home. But this case is much more complicated. Possibly the most complicated we’ve come across.”

“Did he pass?” Isla asked, shifting her weight forward in her chair. The question struck Luke as rather weird. She sounded like a mother asking about an exam grade during a parent-teacher conference, not a hopeful foster parent asking about the psychological well-being of a kid nobody could make heads or tails of.

“Well… there’s no passing or failing, Isla,” Helen said. “But I’ll be honest—if you folks decide to proceed, there absolutely will be challenges.”

“Challenges,” Isla repeated, giving Luke a quick look. “We can handle challenges,” she said, then focused once again on Helen. “We have five kids,” she went on, talking fast, likely afraid that Helen would lift a hand and stop her, maybe worried that Luke himself would beat Helen to the punch.

I love you, hon, but this is madness.

Luke reached out, placed a hand on his wife’s arm, then turned his eyes to the woman behind the desk.

“I think what Isla’s trying to ask is what types of challenges?” The words came out calm, collected—an Oscar-worthy performance if there ever was one. Because he couldn’t have felt more on edge. He was keeping himself in his chair, but he wanted to get up and walk out, to get in the car, and blast down a lonely highway. Alone. Without Isla. Without the kids. Without any of them.

“Well, the child, he’s—”

“I’m sorry, can we stop?” Isla cut in, blinking up at the caseworker. “Can we please give him a name? Him not having a name, it just… it’s awful. Please.”

“Within the system, we’re currently calling him John,” Helen said.

“John?” Isla leaned back, appalled. “Like John Doe?”

Luke squeezed her arm. What does she expect an anonymous child to be called? When she glanced his way, he gave her a look that said, Easy. If she didn’t tone it down, she wouldn’t be walking out with what she wanted… certainly what Luke knew he didn’t want but would take on anyway, because that’s what a good husband did. He’d been watching his wife’s sadness grow by the day—a monster gorging itself on even the smallest joys of everyday life, swallowing all traces of Isla’s optimism, leaving her hollow and weak. The idea of the monster becoming bigger than either of them could handle scared the hell out of him. Hell, it had grown big enough to nearly steal her away a few months before, and he’d been terrified, so scared that he’d refused to take her home. It was the main reason he was sitting beside her despite not wanting to be there now. It was why he was keeping his thoughts to himself, playing the supportive spouse—till death do us part and all that. He was frightened, scared that she’d try to take her life again, that this time she’d succeed and he’d be left on his own. And why? Because he had selfishly refused to ease her pain, not wanting some random kid in his house when, a year before, he had been happy with the idea of having another baby of their own.

“The name is standard procedure,” Helen said, apologetic. “Not very elegant, I know.”

“Helen,” Luke said, drawing the social worker’s attention. “Back to what you were saying a second ago. What types of challenges are we in for? Should we really be doing this?”

Isla nearly gasped, her expression both bewildered and betrayed. How could he say such a thing? Was he really voicing doubt? Now?

“What I mean is, is this best for him?” A quick backtrack, a sidestep away from what would have inevitably turned into a tearful screamfest of a fight.

“Well, the child—” Helen caught herself, self-corrected. “John… is nonverbal. That’s going to be the biggest hurdle. Most nonverbal kids communicate on at least some level. Grunts. Pointing. Clapping. Stomping feet. John does none of that. At least, not from what we’ve seen.”

“So, he’s quiet,” Isla said softly. “That might be a nice change of pace.” She meant it to be funny, but her joke fell flat on the scuffed-up floor.

“It’s beyond being just quiet,” Helen said. “It’s difficult to understand why John acts the way he does when he doesn’t even communicate his basic needs, at least not in a way that we can understand. Even newborns cry if they’re hungry or tired. But John… he gives zero cues. We suspect that may be due to the way he was raised.”

“Raised,” Luke echoed, lifting an eyebrow at the woman across the desk. “If he can’t communicate, how can you guess at how he was raised? And if he was raised, why isn’t his family looking for him?”

“We don’t know,” she said matter-of-factly. “But you’re absolutely right; we’re only guessing that he was raised at all. We’re basing that on experience, on past cases. What I’m talking about is trauma. The least communicative children are typically the ones who experienced long-term abandonment. Spectrum kids pose unique challenges, and if they happen to find themselves in a non-nurturing environment, sadly, they’re the children who suffer the most extreme abuse.”

“Like what?” Isla asked. “You’re saying these things, but you aren’t giving us concrete examples.”

Helen shifted her weight uncomfortably. “I can’t give you concrete examples, Isla,” she said. “All I can tell you is what we suspect, which is extreme neglect. In many of the cases I mentioned, we categorized the treatment as torture.”

Isla’s hands pressed over her mouth, and Luke cringed at the word. Torture. He’d read about more than a few of those types of cases. None had turned out well for anyone. Yet again, he had an almost undeniable urge to jump out of his chair and leave. Because this was a bad idea. Scratch that—why couldn’t Isla see this was a horrible idea?

“Which is why I really need you both to be sure you want to take this on,” Helen continued. “John will need constant supervision and care. He will demand more of you than you can imagine. I say this with the utmost respect for the both of you, because not many families would even consider taking on such a task. But”—she paused for emphasis—“I need you to be sure.”

This was where Luke was supposed to speak up, to confess that he wasn’t ready, he wasn’t interested, he didn’t want any of this. This was the part where he admitted he was only doing it for Isla, because he was worried that if he didn’t, she’d end up in a mental ward again. He was supposed to say that, despite all that, he didn’t understand why Social Services would even consider them as candidates. He’d argued that part with Isla more than a few times. Why us? What makes us such a good fit? Because from what he could gather, Helen Plummer was telling them this kid, John, was as good as feral. They didn’t know the first thing about him. Yet Isla was still gung-ho about it, as though “feral” was something they could fix with some clean clothes, a bowl of spaghetti, and a cuddle session on the couch.

“But you said you’re guessing,” Isla reminded Helen, her hands dropping to her lap. “You aren’t sure about any…” She hesitated, as though tasting the word. “Any… torture. You’re just assuming. Maybe there was none of that, right?” She shot a glare toward Luke, looking for backup. When he didn’t give her what she wanted, she faced Helen once again, even more determined. Luke knew that look. If he wasn’t going to stand with her, she’d just get this thing done on her own.

“Yes, it’s an assumption,” Helen said. “But there are signs. That, and there’s the issue of his physicality. We don’t know how old he is. We’re estimating perhaps seven. It’s impossible to tell exactly because he’s so small in stature. His muscles are underdeveloped. His bones…” Helen paused, as though not understanding it herself. “It’s almost as though he’d been folded up? And left that way for a long period of time? His joints are malformed. Despite his age, on an X-ray, it looks as though he has arthritis. We’re assuming chronic inflammation is why he walks the way he does—that lurching gait? He holds his hands up against his chest a lot of the time. We’ve concluded that he does this because it’s how he’s most comfortable, physically. Holding his arms at a different angle appears as though it could cause him severe pain. This could be—and its only speculation from me—because of the position he was forced to keep by whoever was tending to him. We’ve seen this sort of thing in kids before, but to a lesser degree. Kids that have been forced to live in cages, dog crates…”

“My God,” Isla said into her hands. “Yet he managed to get away, walk through the woods, and find our house?”

“That’s a big part of what we don’t yet understand,” Helen confessed. “The doctors that examined John aren’t sure how he could have walked more than a mile in his current state. Your house is how far from the closest neighbor?”

“Nearly three miles to the west,” Luke said. “Nine miles and some change from town. The woods north of us, the woods he came out of… they don’t belong to us. It’s just state land, as far as I can tell. We don’t know how deep those go before hitting private property again.”

“Authorities have canvassed most of the area around your home, regardless of whether John could have walked the distance or not,” Helen told them. “Thus far, they’ve come up empty. There’s nothing out there that they can find. No house. No campsite. No clue as to where he could have possibly come from, or whether someone had simply abandoned him where you found him. And as far as the rash of missing cases, well… still nobody has reported him. We have to assume that whoever was watching over him until now is either gone or has no interest in getting him back.”

There was an energy coming off Isla. Luke could tell that the longer Helen spoke, the more agitated his wife became. He remembered what she’d whispered against his shoulder weeks before, the night after the boy had appeared just beyond their garden.

I feel like I already know him, she had told him. The second I set eyes on him, it’s like I’d met him before, like he’d come back to me from another life.

Luke couldn’t say he understood why his wife felt the connection she did—this boy was a kid, not a newborn, and a complete stranger. He belonged to someone else. He had to come from somewhere, right?! was his constant argument with himself. Why Isla was connecting with him the way she was after losing Adam… Luke just couldn’t puzzle that one out.

But he also couldn’t deny that the past five years had worn him down.

In the moment, while it was happening, it didn’t really sink in, but those five years had passed with Isla growing increasingly forlorn about not being able to have another child. They’d both gone to doctors, had both gone through their own rigorous battery of tests—prodded with needles, lying on tables and wincing against the glare of fluorescent lights. In the end, Isla’s doctor discovered scarring. Possible endometriosis was the conclusion, despite Isla having no symptoms to back up the diagnosis. But otherwise, we don’t see any reason why the babies continue to be lost. They’d been left with zero answers and plenty of doctors’ bills, and for what? Eventually, Luke and Isla’s sex life—which hadn’t been much to speak of after five kids—began to deteriorate even further. Part of him was tired of only making love in the hopes of creating a baby, a mechanical, almost obligatory process. He was tired of seeing negative pregnancy tests lying around the master bathroom. Sometimes he wondered if Isla deliberately left them behind to make him feel guilty, to remind him that they still had work to do.

When it had just been Gus, Luke and Isla had been over the moon. Then Eden had arrived, and it had been tougher to make ends meet, but they were still overjoyed. By the time Sophie had been born, they had suffered five miscarriages, all of them out of nowhere, each one hitting Isla harder than the one before, each one making Luke more reluctant to try again.

After Adam, their sixth loss, Isla’s depression loomed like a shadow she couldn’t quite outrun. And the worse her depression became, the more frequently she’d zone out, sit blank-faced and empty-eyed, sometimes for a few minutes, sometimes for half an hour or more. If they got pregnant and lost another baby, he was almost certain he’d lose her completely. And if they weren’t able to take this boy home, this John… then what?

“What are we doing?” Isla asked, startling Luke back into the present. Her tone was edging toward impatience. “I mean, I’m sorry, Helen. I understand you’re required to tell us all this, but are we being denied our request to foster this child? You said over the phone that due to the circumstances, it was better for him to be placed with a family than to stay at a state facility, so here we are. You’ve talked to me about after-care options, about socialization, occupational therapy, help with catching him up with schooling when he’s ready. You told us to come. And yet, we’re beating around the bush. So, is that what it boils down to? We’re being denied? Please, just come out and say it if so, because I’m not understanding all this hesitation otherwise.”

Helen grew quiet for a long while, taking both Isla and Luke in. It made him uncomfortable knowing that this woman was judging them so openly. On the other hand, he was more than happy to be assessed.

Please, he wanted to tell her, explain to my wife how terrible of an idea this is. Remind her that this boy is nothing like the boy she thinks he’ll be. Please, I’m begging you.

“Okay,” Helen finally said. “It’s my job to make sure you understand this is a huge responsibility you’re taking on, that’s all. It’s also my job to make sure you both understand John is far from neurotypical. He will be a challenge the likes of which you may not be ready for: his inability to speak, his physical appearance. Even if he does manage to assimilate into your family, he will have a difficult life. Children, including your own, may not accept him as he’s growing up, and once he does become an adult, folks just won’t—” She sighed, looking them both squarely in the eyes. “Of course, there’s a chance that someone will come out of the woodwork and claim him, but if not, and if the court deems fit, he’s a lifelong commitment, all right? I want you to understand that he will never be able to take care of himself. Forgive me for being so blunt, but I see it every day in this job—it’s heartbreaking, and it angers me to no end, but most families simply wouldn’t choose to take someone like him into their home.”

When Isla straightened in her seat, a groan lingered deep within Luke’s chest. Whether Helen had chosen her words carefully or had simply spoken off the cuff, Isla was triggered. He’d never seen his wife back down from a fight, heaven forbid with Luke, and Helen had just thrown down the gauntlet.

“Ms. Plummer—we aren’t most families,” Isla said. “And I’d like to petition to have his name changed to something less impersonal. Right away.”

“So, am I to understand you’re both on board with this, then?” Helen turned her focus to Luke, and for a split second he was sure he’d been found out. Helen could see right through him, couldn’t she? She knew he didn’t want this, knew he was simply buying in to appease his ailing wife, to save his waning marriage.

But God, what a hell of a buy-in. A lifelong commitment. And here was Isla, unable to see this decision for what it was: a choice that would ultimately change their family forever. Here she was, being guided by grief, blinded by a desperation to fill the void Adam had left.

“Rowan,” Isla said, turning her eyes to Luke, saving him from Helen’s heavy, knowing stare. “How about Rowan? It just feels right, don’t you think? It’s like, when I saw him, I heard it whispered it into my ear.”

Nothing about this was hitting him in the right way, but Luke had to have faith that this was what would make things better. Otherwise, he had no idea what would become of Isla, and that possibility scared him a hell of a lot more than being stuck with this bizarre kid from God only knew where. If there was one unknown thrust upon his life, he’d rather it be the boy rather than the idea of finding Isla crumpled on the bathroom floor again, this time unresponsive, this time Luke too late to save her. Because, while he knew raising Rowan would be a monumental task, he also knew they could do it. Together. But if he stepped into their bathroom to find his wife soaking in a tub of crimson water, that would be the end of everything. With Rowan, life would be hard. But without Isla, it would become impossible.

And so, despite all his misgivings, he took a deep breath and gave Isla a nod.

“Yeah,” he murmured, “Rowan. Rowan is nice.” Because at least this whole thing would give her some hope for the future. It would give her something to focus on beyond her broken heart.

This is crazy, he thought. This whole thing is fucking nuts.

But it’s what would root Isla to the earth, what would bring her back to the family.

And at least she didn’t want to name the kid Adam.

At least there was that.







3 ISLA


The hallway was colder than a morgue, the opposite of what Isla thought a state-run children’s home should have been. She pressed her palms between her knees to keep her hands from trembling, to keep her fingers warm. Her button-up blouse and linen capris were well-suited for the summer heat, but the ensemble did little to shelter her from the blasting air vent poised directly overhead.

“What’s taking so long?” she asked quietly, partly because she was freezing, but mostly because they’d been sitting in the same stiff-backed chairs for the better part of an hour.

Luke shifted in his seat. He had hardly said a word after Helen had excused herself, only uttering a complaint about the chill before distracting himself with various news articles on his phone. When he looked up, it was as if he was finally realizing they were still in that same hall, still waiting, courting hypothermia.

“Why’s it so cold in here?” he complained. “It feels like a goddamn Apple Store. Does the cold keep kids calm?”

Isla looked away from him, shivering at the idea of children being controlled by the harshness of their environment. Something about the situation made her think of Lord of the Flies. Once her favorite novel, she doubted she could ever read it again; it only made the images that had been tumbling through her head that much more gruesome. Rowan locked away in what she could only picture as a cell. Rowan lying on a bare mattress, his skinny arms wrapped around his trembling body, waiting to be saved. The ideas that Helen Plummer had put into her mind were ones Isla wouldn’t able to shake anytime soon. Torture. Dog crates. All speculation, but still awful. It was enough to have an endless string of questions twisting through her brain. Had Rowan run away from someplace? Was he unable to speak because he’d never been spoken to? When she’d finally gathered up the nerve to approach him in the garden—while Luke had phoned the police—he had jerked away from being touched. Was that because he didn’t understand physical contact? Affection? Anything beyond hands inflicting pain?

“This is the right thing to do,” she said softly, a quiet reminder for the man sitting next to her, because Isla was no fool. She knew full well that Luke was in this not because he wanted it for himself, but because of her. He thought he could hide his true feelings, but she could see right through him, like flipping open one of Sophie’s easy readers. Here is Luke. Luke has doubts.

“He came to us for a reason, you know,” she assured him. “We lost Adam, but…”

Shoving strands of long brown hair behind her ears, she turned to face her husband, taking in his expression. Luke was handsome even in his mid-forties, but every time she looked at him for a little longer than usual, she could spot miniscule changes she hadn’t seen before: the start of a new wrinkle, a glint of gray near his temples. They were the same subtle shifts she noticed in herself every day as she leaned in to the mirror to poke and stretch at her skin, to sigh at the stubborn dark circles beneath her blue eyes, the ones that refused to go away no matter how many miracle creams and celebrity-endorsed serums she tried. Every day she grew more annoyed by the three faint lines that were starting to form across her forehead, annoyed enough to keep her stylist from trimming her thick fringe too much at every haircut, as though bangs could teleport her back into her thirties. Within arm’s reach, her daughters’ youth only served as a constant reminder that the days were getting shorter and Isla was growing older. And with that, her chance of making an impact on the world was slipping away. Sure, she’d raised five amazing kids, but was that enough? Had she been born merely to be a mother, or was she meant for more?

“It doesn’t matter where he came from,” Isla said. It was a conversation they’d had at least a dozen times, but it bore repeating. “If we can make a difference in Rowan’s life, if we could actually give him a life, wouldn’t that stand for something?” If she couldn’t have Adam, she could at least have Rowan, right? She could be a good mother to him—the opposite of what Rowan’s mother undoubtedly was, the opposite of what her own mother had been. Nothing but a huge disappointment. A failure. A goddamn disaster. Perhaps, she thought, this is the thing I’m meant to do. Maybe I lost them all for a reason. Maybe it’s to help me embrace this moment, this special, helpless boy….

“Isla…” Luke sighed, then shifted his weight, reaching out to catch her hand in his own.

She stiffened despite herself, wondering if he’d choose this—the worst possible time—to tell her he’d changed his mind. There was still time for him to say this whole thing was a mistake. If he said it in front of Helen, it would be over, of course. Rowan would be forever lost to them. She wanted to pull her hand away but forced herself to sit with the contact. She’d hear him out one last time, if only to make him feel like he had a say. But the truth of the matter was, it didn’t make a bit of difference what reason and logic he used. Isla’s heart was set on this.

I know him…

“He doesn’t talk,” Luke reminded her. “If Helen is right, and he’s coming from severe abuse—”

“She’s guessing,” Isla cut in. “She doesn’t know.”

“Okay,” Luke said. “She doesn’t know. But if someone did lock him up and denied him human contact, his brain…” He sighed. “Honey, I’ve read the studies. They all say the same thing. After a certain point, connections aren’t made. Synapses don’t form. It’s brain damage. No matter how much we want to, we aren’t going to be able to give him what you think we can.”

“That doesn’t matter,” she insisted. “He came to us. To us. We have to try. How can we live with ourselves if we don’t?”

Luke shut his eyes. When he did, her heart somersaulted within her chest. Here it came, the endless reasons as to why this was a terrible idea, the rationale that this was too big for them, that Rowan appearing on the fringes of their backyard exactly nine months after their baby had been lost was purely coincidence. He was going to launch into a diatribe about how nothing could replace Adam, how the children they had lost over the years were irreplicable, that it was a pain they were meant to bear—something that made them who they were. But after an extended pause, rather than arguing, Luke gave her a faint nod, then clenched her hand.

Able to see the doubt on his face, she turned away from him. When she did, her attention fell upon Helen Plummer in her professional skirt suit and heels. And there, to her right, was the boy.

Rowan.

He held his arms against his chest like an unnatural sort of rabbit. His slight frame was nearly swallowed whole by a plain white T-shirt and gray sweatpants two sizes too big. There he was, the boy who had been haunting Isla’s every waking thought, the boy who felt like déjà vu.

She stood, hearing Luke do the same behind her, the legs of his chair scraping against the floor. Helen looked to Rowan, then leaned in to say something to him too quietly for Isla to make out. Rowan seemed to flinch at the sound of the social worker’s voice, but a second later he began to hobble forward, each eerily awkward step bringing him closer to where Isla and Luke stood.

Abruptly Isla found herself reaching backward, searching for Luke’s hand, seeking out his touch. She hadn’t needed to think about it to know this was meant to be. But watching Rowan shuffle toward them, she was suddenly both captivated and afraid. It felt right, but the questions came rushing back all over again. Who was this child? Where had he come from? What awful experiences had made him the person he would inevitably become? Maybe Luke was right—maybe this whole thing was a huge mistake. Maybe she was crazy to think they could take this boy into their home.

She was suddenly overwhelmed with the weight of what they were doing. Helen’s assessment was spot-on. Rowan was a special case. Rare. Once in a lifetime. If it wasn’t the fact that he was mute and beyond neurodivergent, how would he navigate through life with those malformed limbs, with that unsettling, anomalous face? If they took him in, if no one showed up to claim him, he was theirs forever. Or, more accurately, they were his.

Luke caught her hand in his and gave it a pulsing squeeze. She imagined it to be Morse code. Everything is okay. We’re in this together. We’ll make it right.

Or was it more: Well, this is what you wanted.

The idea of that silent told you so had Isla straightening her shoulders. You’re right, she wanted to say. This is what I wanted. What I still want…

… wasn’t it?

Rowan continued to amble forward. The closer he came, the more Isla recognized the tension flowing from her shoulders. The sensation traveled down her torso and legs before melting into the floor beneath her. When the boy was a mere ten feet away, he stopped. Canting his head, his gaze zeroed in on her. She saw it in the odd contours of his face: he recognized her. That was something. Perhaps, she thought, it’s more than Helen expected. It’s more than he’s shown any of those doctors, more than anything he revealed during their endless tests. Because, as she was so certain, as her gut instinct had told her, this was meant to be.

Rowan was meant for them.

This was the very definition of destiny.

Rowan had no family, no one looking for him, because he was meant for her.

Adam had sent him here.

Releasing Luke’s hand, Isla took a slow forward step, then crouched down on the scuffed linoleum floor. She extended an arm, holding her palm up in offering.

“Remember me?” she asked, her voice but a breath above a whisper. “I’m Isla,” she said, bringing her extended hand up against her chest. “Rowan,” she told him, allowing her arm to go out to him again. “Is it okay if I call you Rowan…? We’re going to take care of you, if that’s all right,” she said, pausing to give him a chance to respond despite knowing he wouldn’t say a word.

He didn’t speak, but he did reply. When Helen took a step toward him, making as though she was going to say something to him once again, Rowan took a few stuttering steps forward, making his choice clear. He wanted nothing to do with the social worker, nothing more to do with this cold, inhospitable place. Isla’s glance jumped to Helen’s face, quick enough to catch the surprise that lingered in the corners of the social worker’s eyes. Helen gave her a faint smile.

“Well, all right, then,” she said. “Congratulations, Mr. and Mrs. Hansen. It’s a boy.”







4 AUGUST


Gus was lying out on the roof of the house, headphones secured over his ears, the sun beating down on his face. The incline was comfortable, steep enough to keep him vertical but not severe enough to make him feel like he was going to slide down the shingles and into his mother’s rhododendron. It was the only place he dared smoke the cigarettes he’d been mooching off Noah—cigs that his best friend was filching out of the open pack hidden in his older brother’s dresser drawer. Lately, the roof was the only place Gus felt comfortable, the only spot where he could relax and not worry about getting into a verbal jousting match with his parents or one of his sisters. Sophie was okay—if not annoying in the way all five-year-olds probably were—but Willow was a know-it-all, Olive was infuriating with her golden-child act, and Eden was about as pent-up as their mom was. It was stupid, but he’d caught himself wondering at the very least if the wild kid from the woods might make things better. He didn’t fully understand his mom’s obsession with him, but at least there would be another guy in the house, right? Maybe it would chill his parents out. Perhaps, with the weird kid around, they’d shift their focus away from Gus and leave him the hell alone for once.

Hearing the pop of gravel during the lull of an old Killing Joke track, he mashed his cigarette against the roof’s sandpaper-like surface, pocketed the butt, and yanked his headphones down around his neck. Once, there was no question his mother would have found the cigarette’s remains amid the roots of her flowers. He doubted she’d bother looking these days—she hardly spent time out of the house, let alone outside doing yard work—but he didn’t feel like taking the chance. Doubling up on breath mints would also seal the deal, if he couldn’t completely get the smoky smell from his clothes.

He rolled onto his stomach, then belly-crawled up to the peak of the house. It was there that he peered over the pitch like a sniper scoping a battlefield, watching the family minivan ramble down the road. It was nearly dinnertime. His parents had been gone all day. Gus knew what that meant. If the people who’d been keeping the boy had said no, his parents would have been home hours ago. The wild kid was in the car, possibly strapped into Sophie’s car seat.

If not a straitjacket, he crudely thought, and let’s maybe get a matching one for Mom while we’re at it.

Something about the idea of a freaky kid using his baby sister’s booster made him uncomfortable, protective, maybe, which was both new and weird because his sisters didn’t need his protection—their parents coddled them plenty. Meanwhile, Gus was expected to be the smart, responsible firstborn/only son, which was a major pain in his ass. Either way, his baby sister was the least offensive of all the girls. With her blond pigtails and squeaky kid voice, she certainly didn’t deserve Gus’s disdain, and she really didn’t deserve to be displaced by some woodland creature their parents had decided to take in. Hell, Gus knew what it felt like to be invisible. And while he wanted to disappear—couldn’t wait for the day, to be honest—if this kid made Sophie feel a certain way, Gus would single-handedly send the wild boy back to wherever the fuck he came from, be it the state-run orphanage or the forest behind their house. Was that callous? Sure. But who gave a shit? His own mother had essentially turned her back on them all nearly a year before, and if anyone asked him, that was pretty fucking callous too.

The sun glinted off the minivan’s windshield as it came to a stop in its usual spot. Gus squinted as he watched the driver’s-side door open and his dad step out. Studying him from a distance, Gus was surprised at how vulnerable his father looked. Gus was as tall as Dad now at five-foot-ten. The two of them would have looked a hell of a lot alike had Gus not dyed his hair from sandy brown to black. It was almost inevitable he’d eventually look just like Dad, with their matching brown eyes, their lanky stature, the way they both shoved their fingers through their hair when they were unsure or distressed. It was one of the reasons Gus was already planning out his first series of tattoos—Dad didn’t have any. Gus intended to get as many as he could as soon as he turned eighteen.
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