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​Prologue: First Flight

The first monarch she ever held was broken.

It was the summer she turned seventeen, the summer before everything started getting names like applications and requirements, when the days still stretched long enough to hold more than one kind of possibility. She was in the back corridor of the conservatory, checking the milkweed for aphids because Ruth had taught her how and because it was easier than thinking about the stack of college brochures on her bedroom desk.

The butterfly was on the underside of a leaf, wings half-open, one forewing torn at the edge as if something had taken a careless bite. It was still alive, legs moving, antennae quivering in a way that looked, to her untrained eye, like confusion.

"He caught the edge of something," Ruth said, when Clara called her over. "Spider web, maybe. Or a bird's beak."

Clara cupped her hands and Ruth coaxed the monarch into them with the gentlest touch of a finger along its legs. It stepped onto Clara's skin, light and improbable, all weightless intent.

"What do we do?" Clara asked.

"We see what he wants to do," Ruth said.

They carried the monarch to the stone bench in the back garden and sat in the shade of the fig tree. Ruth showed her how to offer a fingertip near the insect's head so that the proboscis could find the moisture from the sugar solution they'd put on a cotton ball. The monarch drank, its wings shivering slightly with the effort. The torn edge of the forewing looked worse up close.

"He won't make the migration," Ruth said quietly. "Not with that damage. But he can still fly a bit. He can still live as long as he has."

Clara looked at the corridor, at the long sweep of goldenrod and milkweed that ran along the fence, the hallway for creatures like this one.

"He was supposed to go thousands of miles," she said.

"Maybe," Ruth said. "Or maybe his part was this stretch. Sometimes we don't know how much of the route we get. We only know where we are." She glanced sideways at Clara. "You keep the hallway in good condition. That matters."

Clara let the monarch climb from her hand to Ruth's and back again, feeling the delicate grip of its legs on her skin. There was something terrifying and steady in the way it held on.

She had not heard the footsteps coming down the outer path, but Ruth's eyes shifted over Clara's shoulder, and that told her someone had arrived long before the sound did.

"There he is," Ruth said. "My apprentice engineer."

Elias came into the garden with the sun behind him, making him briefly a shape and not a person. Then he stepped into the shade and the familiar details came into focus: the too-long limbs, the old T-shirt with some Midwestern band name on it, the notebook shoved under one arm.

"Hey," he said.

"Hey," she replied.

He came closer and saw the monarch.

"What happened?"

"Wing damage," Ruth said. "He'll stay local." She patted the bench between them. "Come sit and say hello before you go off to measure things."

He sat. The bench was not large; his knee brushed Clara's for half a second as he settled, and that was the first time she noticed how much space he took up now.

"Can I?" he asked, nodding at the butterfly.

"Let him come to you," Ruth said.

Clara extended her hand toward Elias, palm up. The monarch stepped from her fingers to his, as if this were simply the next thing in its route.

"Hi," Elias said quietly. It was ridiculous, talking to an insect, and she would have laughed if she had not felt the same impulse. "You look like you've had a time of it."

The monarch flexed its wings.

"He'll manage," Ruth said. "Clara's been keeping the corridor in good shape. Plenty of milkweed."

Elias looked at her over the monarch's orange-and-black back.

"I saw," he said. "On the way in. It's getting thick back there." There was admiration in his voice that had nothing to do with politeness.

She felt heat rise under her collarbone and blamed the afternoon.

They sat like that for a while, three people and one damaged monarch on a stone bench in a small coastal town that did not yet know what it would be to any of them. The air smelled like fig leaves and wet soil and the distant salt of the harbor. Somewhere beyond the garden wall, a boat engine started up.

"You two," Ruth said eventually, "are the best evidence I have that this place is in good hands." She reached out and touched the initials she'd carved into the stone years ago, RV for Ruth Vance, the letters still sharp. "One of you will build things that stand. One of you will keep things alive."

"We both do both," Elias said, almost reflexively.

Ruth smiled. "Of course," she said. "That is the trick."

Clara looked at him then, really looked, and saw something she hadn't had reason to name before: the way his attention sharpened around a problem, the way he made room for her answers without assuming he already knew them. She had always thought of him as the boy who would leave, even then, but in that moment, on that bench, he was just here.

She did not know, at seventeen, that there would be years divided into before and after this place, that there would be decisions she couldn't imagine yet, that the broken monarch on her palm would be the nearest thing to an instruction she would ever get.

You keep the hallway in good condition. That matters.

She only knew that the butterfly was light and fragile and alive against her skin, that the boy beside her was watching it with the same care she felt, and that Ruth, sitting between them, was looking at them both like a woman who knew the route ahead and was content to let them find it themselves.

When the monarch finally lifted away, it did not go far. It arced over the garden and settled on the nearest stand of milkweed, as if to say that this was enough.

Clara watched it land and felt something in her fix on that idea: enough.

She did not yet know how far from simple it would turn out to be.
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​Chapter 1: The Highway into Town

[image: ]


The last forty miles of highway peeled down to two lanes somewhere around the Hatteras junction, and that was when Elias knew he was close.

He had forgotten about the road narrowing. He had forgotten a lot of things, or convinced himself he had, which amounted to the same thing most of the time. But the road narrowing, the way it happened without warning, the sudden loss of the passing lane and the orange construction barrel that had been sitting crooked in the same patch of grass since at least 2009, that part came back to him clearly enough that his hands adjusted on the wheel before he consciously registered what he was doing.

Muscle memory. That was all it was.

He rolled down the window because the rental car smelled like synthetic pine, which was worse than just regular car smell, and the real air came in immediately: salt and low tide and something faintly green underneath, the coastal scrub that lined both shoulders for miles before the town started. He had been on a red-eye from O'Hare into Raleigh, then in this car for four hours, and every mile of it had been completely manageable right up until the road narrowed.

He told himself the tightness in his chest was fatigue.

He told himself that a lot over the next ten minutes.

The Atlantic was invisible from the road here, tucked behind the dune grass and the low ridge of maritime forest, but you could feel it. That was the thing about this stretch of coast that no one who hadn't grown up near it could quite explain. The air had a weight to it, a kind of insistence, like it wanted you to pay attention to the fact that the ocean was right there even when you couldn't see it. Elias had spent twelve years in Chicago, where Lake Michigan was large enough to disappear into on a foggy morning, but it didn't feel like this. Lake Michigan was big. This was old.

He passed a mailbox shaped like a lighthouse. Then a produce stand, closed and shuttered, with a hand-lettered sign that said "BACK IN JUNE." Then a wooden post at the edge of a driveway with a small orange sticker on it. He was past it before he could read the sticker. He knew what it said. He had seen enough of them on the last few miles to know: Certified Monarch Waystation. The stickers were new, or newer anyway, orange and black and printed with a monarch silhouette, part of some national tagging program he vaguely remembered his grandmother mentioning in one of her emails.

He did not think about who had probably organized the campaign to get those stickers on every other mailbox between the highway junction and the town limit.

The painted sign came up sooner than he expected.

BUTTERFLY COVE
WHERE MONARCHS REST
Pop. 3,247
It was the same sign he remembered, white with blue lettering, mounted on two cedar posts, except the decorative border had been repainted at some point. The monarch butterflies along the frame were better than the old ones had been, more detailed, the wing veins picked out in thin black lines, the orange sections almost luminous in the late afternoon light. He slowed down without meaning to. The sign looked like it had been done by hand, recently enough that the paint still had some sheen to it. The brushwork was specific in a way that suggested someone who paid attention to the subject.

He recognized the style the same way he'd recognized the road narrowing.

He did not acknowledge recognizing it. He drove on.

The Harborview Inn was on Pelican Street, three blocks from the water, a two-story white clapboard building with green shutters and a small parking lot that held exactly seven cars. Elias pulled in at 4:47 p.m. The woman at the front desk was somewhere north of seventy, with silver hair pinned up and reading glasses pushed to the top of her head, and she looked at him over the counter with the particular expression of someone who placed a face but was deciding whether to say so.

"Elias Vance," he said, before she could.

"I know who you are." She typed something into her computer. "I'm sorry about Ruth."

"Thank you."

"Room six is on the back side, quieter. I put you there." She pushed a key card across the counter, actual plastic, not digital. "You know where everything is, I imagine."

He picked up the key. "It's been a while."

"Mm." She said it in the way that meant she was being polite about the fact that ten years was more than a while, and he appreciated the restraint. "Checkout's eleven. Breakfast is seven to nine thirty. There's a coffee maker in the room if you need something earlier."

Room six was small and clean, with a window that faced the back parking lot and, beyond it, a strip of salt marsh. The bed had a white coverlet and two pillows and a painting of a heron on the wall above it. Elias sat on the edge of the bed and looked at his phone.

Tom Aldridge had sent three emails.

The first was the estate timeline, thirty days beginning the morning after arrival, with a checklist of the documentation that needed to be catalogued and signed off before title could transfer. The list was thorough. Clara's name appeared on the third line, as the designated nonprofit representative, which he had already known and did not need to feel anything about. The second email was from Tom and contained Marcus Webb's contact information along with a note that Marcus was "eager to proceed and flexible on the close date within reason." The third was a calendar invitation for a site walkthrough.

He put the phone face-down on the coverlet.

The room was very quiet. Through the wall he could hear someone's television, the weather segment from a local news station, a woman reading out temperatures in a pleasant professional voice. The forecast for Butterfly Cove was mild all week, low sixties, partly cloudy. Good conditions for a late-season migration push.

He lay back on the bed and stared at the ceiling.

He was not going to be here long enough to see the migration. A month, maybe slightly less depending on how the documentation went. He had cleared his schedule at work, told his project manager a family estate situation, which was true. He had sublet his apartment parking space to his neighbor for the month, which his neighbor was very pleased about. He had a bag and a laptop and three weeks of work he could do remotely and no particular reason to be anywhere else right now, which was the kind of sentence that sounded fine in Chicago and sounded different here.

He was thirty-two years old. He had a good job and an apartment with a decent view of the river and a friend group that he liked and did things with on a regular basis, trivia nights, Cubs games when someone had tickets, a standing Sunday morning run along the lakefront path. His life was not lacking. He was aware of this.

He sat up and looked out the window at the marsh.

The light was doing the thing it did here in the late afternoon, that specific low golden quality that had something to do with the angle of the coast and the particular way the water scattered it. He had never been able to explain it to anyone who hadn't seen it. He had tried once, at a rooftop party in Lincoln Park, and the woman he was talking to had nodded and said "like the Hamptons?" and he had said "sure" because it was easier than saying no, not even close.

He was on his feet before he made the decision to stand up.

He told himself he was going to get dinner. There was a seafood place on the harbor his grandmother had liked, though he wasn't sure if it was still there. He would drive by, see if it had survived, pick up something to go and bring it back to room six and eat it while reading the estate documents in full. That was the plan.

He drove past the seafood place. It was still there. He kept driving.

He had not intended to go to Wharf Street. He went there anyway, the way you go back to a place you know without needing to navigate, the turns automatic and the landmarks filing past in the right order: the bait shop, the old post office, the church with the lopsided weather vane. The road curved left at the old water tower and then straightened again, and there it was, set back from the road behind a low picket fence and a line of goldenrod: Vance Wing Butterfly Conservatory, the carved wooden sign out front exactly as he remembered it, and the conservatory itself, the Victorian glass-and-iron greenhouse his great-grandfather had built and his grandmother had spent fifty years keeping alive.

The lights were on inside.

Not the security lights, which were motion-triggered and cast a flat white glow. These were the warm working lights along the interior benches, the ones that meant someone was inside doing something that required seeing clearly. It was past five o'clock. He had assumed the place closed at five.

He sat in the rental car with the engine idling and looked at the lit windows.

The goldenrod along the fence had not been cut back yet, still tall and going to seed, and in the last of the afternoon light it was the particular deep gold that preceded October's full color. A monarch moved across it, slow and deliberate, working the flower heads one by one. He watched it for longer than he meant to.

The light inside the conservatory didn't go off. Whoever was in there was settling in, not finishing up.

He put the car in reverse.

He went and got the dinner. He drove back to the Harborview and ate it at the small desk in room six and read the estate documents and took notes on the timeline and sent Tom Aldridge a brief reply confirming his arrival and his availability for the following morning.

He did not drive back past the conservatory.

He did not think about the brushwork on the welcome sign, the careful wing veins, the someone who had taken the time to do it right.

He slept badly, which he attributed to the time zone change, and was awake before six, watching the marsh go from black to gray to the slow gold-pink of a Carolina coastal morning, and he drank the coffee from the in-room maker and thought about nothing specific and was quite sure that was the same as being fine.
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​Chapter 2: The Phone Call

[image: ]


The third-instar caterpillars were on the milkweed cuttings in Row C, and Clara was counting them for the second time because she had lost track somewhere around fourteen and starting over was better than guessing.

She liked this part of the evening. The breeding room was warm and quiet, lit by the long fluorescent grow lights that hummed at a frequency she had stopped hearing years ago. The rest of the conservatory went dark at five, but the breeding room stayed on until she was done, which was usually closer to seven. Outside, the light was going fast, the way it did in October, but in here it was its own kind of timeless. Caterpillars on milkweed. Humidity at sixty-two percent. The faint vegetal smell of the cuttings in their water tubes and the softer smell underneath that, something alive and patient, that she had never been able to name.

She was on eighteen when her phone went off.

She already knew, before she looked, that it was Wren. Wren was the only person who called instead of texting at this hour, on the grounds that Clara ignored texts when she was working and the world was allowed to know she existed even during inventory. Clara set the counting stylus down on the edge of the tray, very carefully, and picked up.

"Tell me," she said.

"Okay, so," Wren said. "Jenny Aldrich was getting gas at the Shell on Route 12, and the car that pulled in behind her was a gray Nissan with a Raleigh-Durham rental sticker and a man inside who she recognized from the old photos at the conservatory. The man checked into the Harborview at approximately four fifty, per Diane at the front desk, who texted me because she is seventy-three years old and still understands that information wants to be free."

Clara did not say anything.

"Clara."

"I heard you."

"You went quiet in a specific way."

"I'm counting caterpillars."

"You are absolutely not counting caterpillars right now."

She was not counting caterpillars. She was looking at the breeding tray, at the small green-and-yellow-striped bodies moving slowly along the milkweed stems, and she was holding the phone against her ear and doing nothing else in particular.

She had known for two weeks. Tom Aldridge's letter had come on a Thursday, formal and brief and addressed to the nonprofit's executive director with a courtesy copy to Clara as the conservatory's designated staff representative. The estate of Ruth Vance required a thirty-day conservation review prior to any property transfer, and the new owner would be present for the duration. The new owner. She had read that phrase twice. As if Elias had become abstract. As if the ten years had turned him into a legal category.

Knowing was one thing.

"Jenny said he looked tired," Wren offered. "Jet-lagged, maybe. She said he looked like someone doing something he wasn't sure about."

"Jenny has never met him."

"Jenny watched him in the gas station mirror for four minutes and she says she has a sense for these things."

"She does not have a sense for these things."

"I'm just reporting." A pause, then, more carefully: "Are you okay?"

"Of course I'm okay."

"You said 'of course,' which you only do when the answer is complicated."

Clara picked the counting stylus back up and moved it to the next row without actually seeing anything. "I knew he was coming. I have been prepared for this for two weeks. I have a plan."

"What's the plan?"

"Be professional. Represent the nonprofit's interests. Document everything the conservatory has built and make the strongest possible case for conservation easement. Let the legal process work."

"That's a very thorough plan."

"Thank you."

"It doesn't have anything in it about the part where you have to look at him."

Clara set the stylus down again.

Outside the breeding room window, what little light had been left in the sky was gone now. The glass reflected the grow lights back at her, two long white rectangles, and below them the rows of cuttings and the caterpillars moving in their slow deliberate way, and her own face, which she did not particularly want to look at right now.

"I'll handle that part," she said.

"Mm." Wren made the same sound Diane at the front desk probably made about everything. The sound of someone being politely restrained. "I could come over tonight. I have leftover pasta."

"I'm fine, Wren."

"I know you're fine. I have leftover pasta."

"I need to finish the inventory."

"Obviously." A beat. "Call me if the fine stops working."

"It's not going to stop working."

"Mm," Wren said again, and let her go.

Clara stood in the breeding room for another minute after she hung up. Then she picked up the stylus and went back to Row C and started the count again from one.

She got to twenty-six this time, which was two more than last week, which was good. The fourth and fifth instars in Row B were close to pupating, which meant she needed to prep the chrysalis frames by Friday. The monarch egg count in the field garden was down from last month, which was expected given the migration timing, most of the population having already pushed south, but there were still stragglers moving through and the milkweed needed to stay healthy for them. She wrote all of this in the log in her precise, small handwriting, the same handwriting her professor at UNC had called "suspiciously legible for a scientist."

She closed the log. She checked the humidity gauge, adjusted the vent above Row A by a quarter turn, and confirmed the grow light timer was set correctly for morning.

She turned off the breeding room lights and stood in the dark for a moment, which she sometimes did, just to feel the room breathe.

Then she locked up.

The drive home took six minutes. She lived in a small yellow house on Camellia Street that had belonged to her parents, that she had taken over quietly and completely after her mother died and her father moved into the smaller place near the harbor. She had painted the front door herself three years ago, a deep teal green, because her mother had always wanted to and never gotten around to it. The porch light was on a timer. The hydrangeas along the front walk were well past their season, dried brown heads nodding in the night wind off the water.

She went inside.

The kitchen was the cleanest room in the house, not because she cleaned obsessively but because she cooked simply and cleaned as she went, a habit from years of working with specimens that could not afford contamination. She got a glass from the cabinet and filled it at the tap and stood at the kitchen counter and held it.

She did not drink it.

The rental car was outside the Harborview.

She had a plan. The plan was good. She had spent two weeks constructing it carefully, adding to it the way she added to a research proposal, evidence and methodology and contingency. She knew the conservatory's documentation better than anyone. She knew the conservation law. She had already spoken to the nonprofit's board chair, who had connected her with a land trust attorney in Wilmington, who had explained the easement options clearly and confirmed that the case for permanent conservation status was strong. She had numbers. She had the waystation certification. She had twelve years of breeding records and school partnership data and three letters from the state wildlife commission. She was prepared.

What she had not prepared for, specifically, was the way her chest had done something particular when Wren said rental car.

Not anger. That was the thing. She had expected anger, had actually been counting on it a little, because anger was clean and useful and kept things at the right distance. But what had moved through her when Wren said rental car and gray Nissan and Harborview was not anger.

It was the particular dread of someone who knows a door they thought was sealed is about to open, and knows they have not actually decided what is on their side of it.

She was thirty-one years old. She had a life she had built carefully and with intention and she was proud of it, genuinely, without the complicated asterisk that people sometimes assumed must be there. She loved the conservatory. She loved this town. She loved the monarchs and the milkweed and the breeding room at seven in the evening and the migration week in October when the sky above the waystation went orange for three days. This was not a consolation life. She had made her choices and she stood behind them.

She just had not, in ten years, had to stand behind them while he was in the same room.

She put the water glass down on the counter. Still full.

She went to her desk in the small room off the hallway that served as a home office and pulled up the conservation documentation folder on her laptop. She had already organized everything, but she went through it again anyway, methodically, opening each folder and confirming its contents. Waystation records. Breeding logs by year. School program partnership letters. Milkweed corridor restoration reports. The volunteer hour totals that added up, over twelve years, to a number that still surprised her when she looked at it directly.

She labeled a new folder: Estate Review, and moved copies of everything into it.

She worked until ten, which was later than she usually stayed up on a weeknight, and when she finally shut the laptop she sat for a moment in the quiet of the house.

Through the window over the desk she could see a strip of sky, clear and deep with stars, the kind of sky you got out here when the wind came from the right direction. She knew from the tagging reports that the monarchs flying tonight, the ones making the push south ahead of the weather change, were navigating partly by the sun's position held in memory and partly by the Earth's magnetic field and partly, some researchers believed, by the stars. Three thousand miles to a mountain range in Mexico they had never seen. Not one of them had been there before. They went anyway, because something in the structure of what they were made the direction clear.

She had always loved that about
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