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      Lightning death. He’s dead. He died. That really happened.

      Rafe’s body was starting to go cold. Aubrey’s was, too. Rain and hail had been lashing down on her for the past half hour, but all she could think about was doing CPR and rescue breathing because even if lightning stopped a heart it didn’t mean the person was dead.

      She had eight years training and experience as a Wilderness First Responder. She knew things. She knew she might get his heart going again, but the respiratory system could still be down. She might have to do rescue breathing for an hour. He might still live. It was up to her.

      But now she was starting to shake. She hadn’t done the rest of it right. It’s like a flight, her instructor had said. Oxygen masks drop, and you have to put yours on first. You have to make sure you save yourself before you can save anyone else.

      Aubrey was shaking and she knew it was hypothermia. She hadn’t dug out her rain coat and rain pants when Rafe went down, she had gotten right to it, cold rain beating against her face and body, one, two, three, pumping his chest, chanting the song that the WFRs all knew to get the rhythm right, the one from Saturday Night Fever about stayin’ alive.

      She checked the pulse again, but he was dead. She had to understand that. Her brain felt slow and weak. I’m going to die, it told her, I’m going to die of hypothermia, stop, save yourself, you’re shivering. THIS IS IMPORTANT.

      Aubrey dragged her attention away from her husband’s face. He was cold and dead. They were alone on the high treeless ridge of Red Mountain. No one was around. They hadn’t seen any other backpackers for days. It was why they came here. Solitude was a feature, not a flaw.

      Until now. Think, think. She had to take steps. There were things to do now that his heart had never restarted and the breathing never came. Things to do. Put on your rain gear. You’re soaked through. You’ll die up here.

      Where was she? It had finally come to this. All these years of promising herself she’d finally pay attention to wilderness navigation, but that was Rafe’s job. It was boring, she told him, so she had been the one to go get medical training.

      Now she was four days from the trailhead. Go forward? Go back? Which was faster?

      What should she do with Rafe’s body?

      Aubrey panted in the cold wet air. Her heart was out of control, racing ahead, trying to keep her warm and alive.

      I don’t know where I am. That was Rafe’s job.

      Not anymore.
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      At the grocery store. Aubrey is six.

      Her mother is drunk. It isn’t even noon yet.

      But the autumn is hard for Aubrey’s mother. She will turn another year older in October which means another year further away from being young and beautiful. She consoles herself about it for months.

      Aubrey knows the shopping list by heart. Skim milk, Special K because her mother is always on a diet and some skinny celebrity said she always eats Special K, fiber bars, and two apples.

      Aubrey collects those things while her mother goes to the liquor aisle.

      They meet up at the register.

      The cashier, a pasty-faced woman who looks like the lunch lady at school and whose name tag says Constance, is new.

      “Whoo-hoo! Breakfast of champions!” she says cheerfully as she rings up the cereal and five bottles of vodka.

      That vodka will be gone even before the cereal is.

      Aubrey looks up at her mother. She wonders what she’ll do.

      What she’ll do is look bleary-eyed at Constance and say, “Mind your own damn business, whore.”

      The air seems to stand still for a moment. Aubrey looks at the cashier. Her pasty face has gone even whiter. Aubrey can smell perspiration sprout from the woman’s armpits.

      Aubrey’s mother is staring back at her, a hateful, challenging look on her face.

      “Where you go to school, honey?” Constance the Cashier asks Aubrey in a voice that still sounds cheerful, but also shaky.

      Aubrey looks at her mother. She isn’t sure whether she should answer.

      “Did I not say it’s none of your damn business?” Aubrey’s mother repeats in a much louder voice this time. “Whore?”

      The manager, Mr. Davies, is rushing over. This isn’t the first time.

      “Now, now…” he says, but to Constance the Cashier, not the drunk customer.

      Aubrey’s mother rounds on him. “How much do we spend here, Frank?”

      He’s nodding like his head is a bobble toy. “Yes, yes, Mrs. Fry. Of course.” He starts bagging the groceries himself, even though a teenage bag boy has been standing there gaping the whole time. “Move over, Kyle,” Mr. Davies murmurs, and the neatly-dressed bag boy does.

      Aubrey notices his shoes. Very white sneakers. So white he must scrub them every night.

      The store makes him wear a tie. All the bag boys do. The only bag girl Aubrey has ever seen wears a knit shirt with a collar and always has her hair up in a neat ponytail.

      Aubrey would rather notice all of this than watch her mother buy five more bottles of vodka every two days.

      “Come on, we’re going to the store.”

      Every other day.

      Aubrey’s mother always waits until Aubrey is home from school or is hanging around the house on a weekend. Like there’s some insurance in bringing her six-year-old with her. Maybe she thinks nobody will say anything in front of her daughter.

      Aubrey always hopes that, too. Constance the Cashier might have learned her lesson.

      Aubrey had to learn her lesson, too. She used to try to get out of going to the store, but the penalties were always too high.

      “Oh, I guess you don’t want to take lunch this week.”

      “Oh, I guess Rally doesn’t need dog food this week.”

      “Guess your dad won’t have his burgers. I’ll tell him you couldn’t be bothered.”

      Now Aubrey tags along without ever complaining and does all the other grocery shopping while her mother is busy.

      On the drive home, Aubrey’s mother smokes a Virginia Slims and blows her smoke out the open window. Out of the corner of her eye Aubrey can see the smirk on her face for having gotten Constance in trouble.

      Aubrey watches the road.

      Two months ago, when it was still summer and her mother only needed four bottles of vodka every two days, on the way back from the store she misjudged the curb and drove right through a stop sign and into a tree.

      Eight months ago, in the car they had before this one, she didn’t see the stoplight and kept on going and a yellow Buick LeSabre hit them broadside. It was on Aubrey’s side, just behind her seat. Aubrey’s mother got a ticket that she was furious about.

      But they all know Oscar Fry’s wife likes her drink. Oscar Fry brings a lot of business to the town. Oscar Fry will smooth things over. It’s fine.

      Aubrey watches the road and that’s how she knows her mother has made a wrong turn.

      “No, back there,” she says quietly. “Mom, it’s left on Turner.”

      Aubrey’s mother leans forward and squints through the windshield like that will give her any information.

      “Oh,” is all she says.

      Then she makes a U-turn right on the spot.

      The driver of the white Ford pickup behind them isn’t expecting it. Why should he. He slams on his brakes and honks and Aubrey looks back and can see his wide, alarmed eyes.

      The Ford pickup just barely misses them.

      Aubrey closes her eyes and mouths to whoever might be listening, thank you thank you thank you.

      As Turner Street comes closer, Aubrey points to it. Politely.

      “There, Mom.”

      Her mother nods in her own bobble-headed way. She makes the turn.

      They get home safely.

      Aubrey has learned every street within ten miles of their house.

      She knows where her mother can turn whenever she gets lost along the route.

      She is her drunk mother’s co-pilot. Her navigator. Her shopping assistant. Her buffer.

      She has had to grab the steering wheel more times than she can remember to try to keep the car going straight.

      She can’t reach the brakes, though, and her mother has run over two cats and one dog and kept on driving.

      Aubrey prays it won’t ever be a person.
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      On the summit of Red Mountain.

      Go back.

      Backward is a known quantity. Forward is not.

      Backward was four days up, but Aubrey thought she could probably do it in three.

      Take what?

      She had put her rain gear on finally, for all the good it would do. Every inch of clothing underneath it was soaked.

      But it did provide some windbreak, so that was something at least.

      But Aubrey was still shivering. Rafe was still dead.

      His skin was growing chalkier by the minutes.

      She had seen him deathly ill before, with dark circles under his eyes standing out against the pale skin of his normally tanned and rugged face, and she could almost believe it now, that he was just sick, if she didn’t know the truth.

      Dragging his body back with her wasn’t an option.

      Pitching the tent right here and dragging him into it wasn’t either.

      And she needed the tent for herself. For tonight and at least one more, maybe two more nights.

      The rain and wind were still beating on her. Whatever she was going to do, she had to do it quickly.

      Quickly and mechanically and mindlessly. Otherwise she might start to fall apart.

      She got the pack off his stiffening arms. Dug in there for his sleeping bag so neatly compressed in its yellow waterproof sack.

      Opened the sack, pulled out the sleeping bag. Unzipped it all the way.

      It was a mummy bag with a zipper down the left side. Aubrey had a matching mummy bag with the zipper on the right. That way they could zip them together at night in a bag for two and cuddle up together.

      The zippers only went down three-quarters of the way, ending at the footwell, about mid-shin. Aubrey pulled the bottom of the sleeping bag over Rafe’s boots. Then she had to shimmy the rest of his body inside.

      It took her longer than she expected. His body didn’t cooperate. Dead weight. But finally she managed to pull the entire bag around him and zip him up. Then she tugged the mummy hood over the back of his head and cinched it tight.

      The only thing exposed now was his lifeless, handsome face. Aubrey dug out his extra polypro long john top and laid it over his face and tucked it into the hood all around.

      Rain quickly soaked all of it. Down bags never did well once they got wet. But Rafe didn’t need to stay warm. He just needed some protection from scavenging birds and animals. However long such a scanty covering might last.

      Aubrey could see the outline of his face beneath the thin cloth.

      She leaned forward and kissed his lips. They weren’t so cold through the fabric.

      Then with a sharp pain in her chest she took off half hiking, half running along the trail.

      A bright white burst of lightning snapped at her overhead. The crash of thunder followed too quickly.

      It was still right over her. She had been lucky so far. Lightning could have struck her too, any minute.

      She was tempting fate, tempting death.

      Aubrey abandoned her husband and ran for her life.
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      “Hey, doll.”

      “Handsome.”

      Aubrey’s mother is sitting in her floral upholstered chair, very straight-backed, smoking a Slims and drinking vodka from a tumbler.

      Aubrey’s father gives his wife a full-lipped kiss on the lips. He licks his own lips and murmurs, “Mmmm.”

      Aubrey is sitting on the rose-colored carpeting playing with Safari Barbie and Barbie’s little sister Safari Stacie. They are both dressed impractically in very short shorts, pink of course, and hiking boots that look they might sprain their ankles.

      But Aubrey doesn’t know that. She loves the clothes.

      Rally the Golden Retriever stands in for all the jungle animals: lions, tigers, monkeys, whatever Barbie and Stacie might see through their bright pink binoculars.

      “Hey, kiddo.” Aubrey’s father reaches down and tousles her hair.

      Aubrey looks up at him, adoring. She pops to her feet.

      She races to the kitchen to get there before he does. She knows exactly what he likes. Wild Turkey 101, up. That means with no ice. She pours him a tumbler of his own and hands it to him.

      “Thank you, waitress,” he says.

      She loves that he’s willing to pretend.

      Then he tousles her hair one more time and goes back into the living room to sit in his chair.

      He turns on the TV to watch the news.

      That’s Aubrey’s signal to gather up her Barbies and go play somewhere else.

      But she dawdles a little, waiting to hear what her mother will say about the car.

      After the dramatic U-turn and the almost collision with the Ford pickup, Aubrey must not have said enough silent thank yous.

      Because a block later, on Adams Street, her mother sideswiped somebody’s brick mailbox. The mailbox itself was up on top of the brick pillar, and undamaged. But the bricks beneath it exploded apart.

      When they got home, Aubrey’s mother examined the side of the car and muttered, “Shit.” The bricks were painted white. They left a deep dent and white streaks of paint on the right front side of the black Mercedes.

      Aubrey’s mother opened the trunk and took out her two bags of bottles. She left it open so Aubrey could bring in the rest of the groceries.

      But Aubrey has stretched out picking up her Barbies as long as she can, and her father still hasn’t said anything about the car.

      Maybe he didn’t notice on his way in.

      Some part of Aubrey wishes her mother would get in trouble, just one time.
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      The storm continued charging at Aubrey the entire length of the ridge.

      With each crash of thunder her heart rate doubled. Doubled again.

      Next time. That’s going to be the one. I’m not going to make it. It’s going to kill me.

      Her wet clothing underneath the rain gear clung against her skin. But the running had given her some warmth at last.

      Running and constant fear.

      There was a smell in the air that she was used to thinking of as ozone, but now she thought it might be more like liquid fire. Like lighter fluid just as it met with a flame. That sort of chemical, sickly scent.

      What will Rafe smell like?

      Aubrey thought she knew. She had been out on a two-day call with Search and Rescue once, right after she got her certification. The rescue became a body recovery.

      The missing hiker had fallen down a scree field and broken his neck and back. They doubted he survived the fall, but if he did, it would have been for only a short while, and that short while would have been hell.

      So he might have been dead anywhere up to two days.

      One of the rescuers on the team sniffed the air and said, “Cheesy.”

      To Aubrey it smelled more like dirty socks and unwashed body. Like the dorm room of a guy she dated briefly in college. Dirty laundry everywhere.

      They all put on their face masks. That was protocol. But it barely cut the smell.

      Since it was a recovery now, the burly men in the group were the ones to rope down to the body and then rope it back up. Aubrey was assigned communication. She had to hike until she found a reasonably flat and safe landing area for the helicopter. She waited there to call it in and coordinate. By the time she came in contact with the body again, the helicopter team had a body bag to seal it up in.

      Aubrey would have to find a landing site for them to get Rafe.

      But first she had to get down from this ridge, alive.
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      Aubrey is fourteen.

      It is only the second week of her freshman year at Klondike High.

      One of the older kids comes into her government class and hands the teacher a note. It’s on peach-colored paper, which means it came from the office.

      Mrs. Denreid reads it and looks up. “Aubrey Fry?”

      Aubrey gets a cold, sick feeling in her heart.

      She has no premonition. Nothing supernatural. Just the constant daily dread of wondering what will happen next.

      Through the glass door of the office she can see her neighbor, a nice grandmotherly woman named Mrs. Thompson.

      Mrs. Thompson turns around and sees her. She lifts a wad of tissues to her nose.

      It’s like a dream now, slow motion, as Aubrey pushes through the glass door and walks in a stately pace into Mrs. Thompson’s outstretched arms.

      Aubrey lets the neighbor woman fold her inside her warm, protective bulk.

      She can feel Mrs. Thompson shaking with suppressed tears as she tries to get the words out.

      “Your father⁠—”

      Aubrey wails. She doesn’t have to hear anything else.

      She wishes the second word was mother.

      Now Aubrey will have to take care of everything herself.
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      It took over an hour for Aubrey to make treeline. She felt safe again, under the trees.

      If lightning struck here, it would take one of the spruce or fir. Aubrey was tiny and inconspicuous now in comparison to the overall canopy above her.

      Finally, she could rest.

      Although not for very long.

      She needed to find a landing spot. Needed to mark it for the helicopter pilot.

      There was protocol. A list. Tasks to check off.

      But she shucked off her pack and sat on the dirt underneath the trees and gave her mind over to what had really happened.

      She was a widow now, just like her mother.

      Nothing like my mother.

      She had spent her husband’s last living night lying in his arms, both of them so properly tired out from the long day’s backpacking they were probably awake together a total of ten minutes.

      She kissed him. She remembered that. Told him she loved him. She always said that before they went to sleep.

      He said the same. She turned her back to him and snuggled into the curve of his body and his arms.

      Earlier in the day they talked about getting another dog. Their old one had died over the winter.

      “I want a girl this time,” Aubrey told him. “Too much man energy in the house.”

      “One each,” Rafe said. “Brother and sister.”

      It reminded Aubrey of a story she read when she was a little girl. About a brother and
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