
North of Ordinary


Table of Contents

Title Page

Also by Angela Grey

North of Ordinary | Angela Grey

North of Ordinary | Copyright © 2026 by Angela Grey.

Printed in the United States of America.

To the love of my life, Robert,

CONTENTS

INTRODUCTION | North of Ordinary

1 | The Summer the Bait Shop Started Selling Tarot

2 | Corn Maze Exit Strategy

3 | Icehouse Karaoke

4 | Superior in November

5 | The Girls Who Worked | the Fire Tower

6 | Funeral Potatoes for Beginners

7 | The Last Canoe Out

8 | The Gas Station Valentine

9 | Birch Bark Summer

10 | Museum of Broken Snowmobiles

11 | The Boy Who Could | Only Talk in Weather

12 | Friday Night at the VFW Hall

13 | Bluegill Season

14 | The Lodge in March

15 | How to Lose a County Fair | Queen Gracefully

16 | The Overnight at | Devil’s Kettle

17 | Sugar Beet Saints

18 | Half the Town at Perkins

19 | The Winter People Next Door

20 | A Very Regional Tragedy

21 | The Year of the Two Cabin Fires

22 | Raven Season

23 | Motel Astronomy

24 | The Second Nicest Girl in Town

25 | Lake of the Woods, No Signal

26 | What We Took from the River

Author’s Note | Place, Memory, and Invention

On Recurring Places | (A Short Note)

ABOUT THE AUTHOR

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Also by Angela Grey

[image: ]


Spirit Pass: A Jessica Stone Novella #1

Missing and Murdered Indigenous Women & Girls: A Jessica Stone Novella #2

The Lasting Echo of Lost Souls: A Jessica Stone Novella #3

Resilience Throughout Recovery

Beyond Quirky

Run Fast, Run Far

Sifting Through a Storied Past

Coteau des Prairies Runaway

Prologue to an Epitaph

A Childhood Lost to the Wind

Secret Whispers

Déjà vu

Of Laughter & Heartbreak

Beating Drum of a Broken Heart 

Nostalgic Tendencies, Idyllic Endeavors & Current Inclinations

Between Shadows and Lies

Bedridden & Gutted to Mindful

Bdote

Dreamcatcher

The Cartography of First Love

Also by Angela Grey & Paige Peterson

Lake of Secrets

Dancing Without Music 

Echoes of the Past

Echoes at Midnight

Madness and Mayhem

Long Since Buried

Since You’ve Been Gone

Some Species of Outsider-ness  

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

North of Ordinary



Angela Grey


[image: ]


[image: ]

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

North of Ordinary

Copyright © 2026 by Angela Grey.


[image: ]


All rights reserved. No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any form whatsoever without written permission except in the case of brief quotations in critical articles or reviews.

This book of stories is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, organizations, places, events, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Printed in the United States of America.


[image: ]


For more information or to book an event, contact :

angelagrey@shadyoakpress.com

http://www.shadyoakpress.com

Cover design by Angelica Faith Peterson

Angelpeterson.Picfair.com

ISBN - Paperback: 978-1-961841-78-9

First Edition: May 2026 

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

To the love of my life, Robert, 

[image: ]


and our four adult children, 

Paige, Cody, Chase, & Brooke,

children-in-law 

Vince, Angel, and Spencer,

and grandsons Logan & Luke

—AG

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CONTENTS

[image: ]


COVER

ALSO BY THIS AUTHOR

TITLE PAGE

COPYRIGHT

DEDICATION

CONTENTS

INTRODUCTION

1. The Summer the Bait Shop Started Selling Tarot  1

2. Corn Maze Exit Strategy      26

3. Ice House Karaoke       41

4. Superior in November        59

5. The Girls Who Worked the Fire Tower    76

6. Funeral Potatoes for Beginners      97

7. The Last Canoe Out       116

8. The Gas Station Valentine       138

9. Birch Bark Summer       160

10. Museum of Broken Snowmobiles     186

11. The Boy Who Could Only Talk in Weather   207  

12. Friday Night at the VFW Hall     224

13. Bluegill Season        243

14. The Lodge in March       264

15. How to Lose a County Fair Queen Gracefully    283  

16. The Overnight at Devil’s Kettle      302

17. Sugar Beet Saints        325

18. Half the Town at Perkins      344

19. The Winter People Next Door      365

20. A Very Regional Tragedy      386

21. The Year of the Two Cabin Fires    405

22. Raven Season         427

23. The End of Ice-Out       444

24. Motel Astronomy        452

25. The Second Nicest Girl in Town    459

26. What We Took from the River      467

AUTHOR’S NOTE       475

ON RECURRING PLACES     477

ABOUT THE AUTHOR      479 

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

INTRODUCTION
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There are places that teach you how to leave before they teach you how to stay.

This collection begins in those places.

Not in cities with skylines that promise reinvention, but in towns where the horizon is a line of trees, a lake that looks the same until it doesn’t, a river that remembers more than anyone admits, and a handful of buildings that become landmarks not because they are remarkable, but because they are repeated—again and again—until they hold the shape of a life: a bait shop, a diner, a grocery store with flickering lights, a bar where everyone knows the difference between a story and a confession but pretends not to, and a lake named something like Long Lake, as if length could stand in for meaning.

In places like these, people learn early how to read what is not said. Weather becomes a language. So does silence. So does the way someone holds a coffee cup too long before answering a question that wasn’t technically asked.

The young people in these stories are standing at the edge of something: summer, departure, regret, responsibility, love, or the quiet understanding that the life they’ve been given is not the only one available to them, even if it’s the one everyone expects them to keep.

They work jobs that feel temporary until they aren’t, inherit habits they didn’t choose, and become fluent in other people’s needs before they learn how to name their own. Sometimes they interrupt that pattern.

What happens then is rarely as dramatic as stories promise. No one is saved by a single decision. No one becomes entirely new overnight. Instead, something smaller and more honest occurs, like a girl saying no for the first time and feeling the ground shift, or a boy realizing kindness is not the same as the absence of conflict. 

––––––––
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Or when a group of friends discovers that, without distraction, they are not who they thought they were to one another, a summer job becomes the place where truth is spoken sideways, dressed up as humor or accident, because saying it plainly would cost too much, or even an object pulled from a river refuses to return quietly to being nothing.

These stories are interesting in those moments, the ones that don’t announce themselves as turning points but become them anyway. They are also interested in the strange economies of small places: how boredom becomes invention, kindness can function as currency, silence protects and isolates in equal measure, and how leaving is both an act of courage and a form of betrayal, depending on who is watching, or how staying can be either loyalty or fear, and often both.

You will see certain places recur, but not exactly the same or exactly different. Like a diner, a grocery store, a bar, and a lake. Not as continuity, but as an echo. Because in towns like these, everything is connected not by plot, but by proximity: the same roads, seasons, and the same patterns of weather and wanting.

Different people pass through them. Different versions of the same question get asked.

What does it mean to live here?

What does it cost to leave?

What do you carry with you either way?

North of Ordinary is not a map. It will not show you where to go. But if you’ve ever stood in a place that felt both too small and too permanent, if you’ve ever watched a season change and realized something in you was changing with it, whether you wanted it to or not, then you may recognize these people: the way they hesitate, observe, or joke instead of confess. Even the way they carry what they cannot quite name.

––––––––
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And you may recognize, too, that ordinary is rarely as simple as it pretends to be. North of ordinary, things don’t resolve cleanly. But they do reveal themselves. And sometimes, that is enough to begin.
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1


The Summer the Bait Shop Started Selling Tarot
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The bait shop sits at the edge of town where pavement gives up, and the lake begins pretending it has always been more important than roads.

This is technically not true. The highway matters. The grocery matters. The gas station with the flickering beer sign matters. The Greasy Spoon downtown matters in the way all coffee-heavy diners matter, less for the eggs than for the fact that people want somewhere to set down their weather and call it breakfast. The Copper Mule matters after dark for reasons involving loneliness, jukeboxes, and men who are always one domestic beer away from sincerity.

But if you ask this town what it belongs to, people say the lake. Not in a poetic voice either. More in the tone you’d use for a farm or an old injury.

The lake. Long Lake, which is not original enough to be suspicious and not specific enough to be useful. There are, as my uncle Darryl likes to say, at least twenty-six Long Lakes in the upper Midwest, and every one of them thinks it invented mosquitoes.

My name is June Halverson. I am eighteen, recently graduated, and spending the summer at Halverson’s Live Bait & Tackle because my uncle says, “Family’s cheaper than payroll,” and because my mother heard this and called it “a good chance to stay grounded,” which is parent language for you don’t have enough money to leave yet.

The bait shop is small and built mostly of plywood, habit, and a refusal to update. We sell nightcrawlers, leeches, minnows, hooks, sinkers, sunscreen, gas for outboards, soft drinks, ice, and once, memorably, a wedding ring someone claimed had fallen off at the boat launch “during a vigorous hand gesture.”

We also sell information, though not officially. What’s biting? Who has already launched? Whose cabin got rented to people from the Cities with bad sandals? Whether the algae are turning. Whether the sheriff was really at the Copper Mule parking lot last night, and if so, for whom. This is the part of the business my uncle pretends not to run while, in fact, running it.

He is a practical man in the style available to northern Wisconsin: suspicious of novelty, loyal to coffee, and convinced all things in this world can be repaired with either minnows or duct tape, depending on whether they are emotional or structural.

His exact words, repeated often enough to become scripture, are these: “Fish don’t care about your feelings, and neither does August.”

This summer begins in June. Of course it does. All foolishness begins in June, when the air still smells possible, and everybody makes the same annual mistake of thinking warmth is the same thing as grace. 

The shop opens at five-thirty. Not because customers deserve that. Because fish are rude, and men who fish are worse. By five-fifteen, the lake is already up, making itself known in little sounds like the first aluminum hull knocking against a dock, one outboard coughing into life, loons out farther like women laughing in another county, and the long, faint, wet breathing of reeds near shore. The light comes slow over the water, all silver and pale yellow through the pines, and the bait fridge hums like it’s trying to hold onto civilization by mechanical means alone.

I unlock the side door. Turn on the coffee. Count the register. Check the minnow tank. Write the date on the chalkboard sign by the sink: JUNE 9 WORMS IN STOCK/LEECHES LIMITED/ASK ABOUT CRAPPIE

Routine is, in my opinion, one of the last decent inventions. It does not ask you what you want from your life. It does not ask how you feel. It just hands you the next thing and lets you become visible by task. This is why I like the shop. Or one reason.

The other is that here I can usually predict what people need before they ask, and there is a kind of private pleasure in that which does not have to be called kindness if you don’t want it to.

At five-thirty-seven, old Mr. Goff comes in for wax worms and a black coffee and tells me the barometer “dropped ugly” overnight.

At five-forty-nine, two brothers from the campground argue over crawler counts like they are settling family law.

At six-oh-six, a woman from St. Paul in white jeans asks if we have “more aesthetic tackle boxes,” and I say, “No,” in the exact tone required to end that conversation before it becomes personal.

My uncle Darryl comes in through the back at six-thirteen carrying a coffee from the Greasy Spoon and three gallons of gas.

“You open on time?”

“Yes.”

“Minnow pump still making that death sound?”

“Yes.”

“You hit it.”

“Yes.”

He nods once.  That is the entire compliment structure available in our family.

Then he sees the chalkboard. “You spelled crappie right this time.”

“I always spell crappie right.”

He takes a drink. “No, you don’t.”

This is not true. He says things like this because accuracy is less interesting to him than persistence.

I let it go. This, too, is routine.

By seven, the sun is fully up over Long Lake, and the heat hasn’t yet started its daily campaign of attrition. The bait shop smells like dirt, lake water, coffee, gasoline, and one thousand small intentions. It should be enough. Then Eli arrives.

Eli Halverson is my older cousin by four years and my opposite by every other available measurement. Where I am structured, he is improvised. Where I plan, he circulates. Where I prefer the clean dignity of a list, he believes life is best approached as a string of almost-ideas in search of the right weather.

He has lived in Minneapolis, Duluth, Eau Claire, and once, inexplicably, Superior “for six weird months.” He has had jobs in landscaping, bar backing, screen printing, canoe guiding, and one brief, suspiciously undocumented period where he claimed to be “working with reclaimed wood.”

He is twenty-two now and back in town “for the summer,” which in our family means no one has yet decided whether to call it helping or failing. He comes through the front door carrying a cardboard box under one arm and wearing sunglasses before eight in the morning, like he’s auditioning for a genre we do not offer.

“Morning, Junebug.”

“If you call me Junebug this early, I’m legally allowed to hit you with a dip net.”

He grins. “You look full of local charm.”

“I look at the register before coffee. That’s not charm. That’s accounting.”

Uncle Darryl, from the back room, says, “You bring the bobbers or just your face.”

Eli lifts the box. “Bobbers and innovation.”

This is the first sign of trouble. Because Eli only says innovation when he means I have come up with something stupid and now need witnesses.

He sets the box on the counter by the rack of spinnerbaits and opens it with a flourish no one requested. Inside is a deck of tarot cards. Not fancy ones either. No velvet bag. No occult dignity. Just a chipped, thrift-store deck with faded backs, soft corners, and one card visibly stained by what I hope was coffee and do not plan to investigate.

I stare at the deck. Then at Eli. Then at the deck again, because sometimes objects need a second chance to become explainable.

“No,” I say.

“I haven’t even said the idea.”

“That’s because I don’t need the idea.”

He pulls out the top card and holds it up like evidence in a trial no one else has agreed to join. It’s a man hanging upside down from a tree. Wonderful.

“What,” he says, “if we offered free fishing luck readings?”

I look at him. Then at my uncle. Then back to Eli.

“Absolutely not.”

Uncle Darryl says, “What the hell is a fishing luck reading?”

Eli warms to this immediately, which is the second sign of trouble. “Simple. Customer buys bait, draws a card, I interpret the lake conditions through the mystical lens of chance, desire, and panfish.”

I shut the register drawer harder than necessary. “No.”

“June—”

“No.”

“People would love it.”

“This is a bait shop, not a haunted gift counter at a resort.”

Eli taps the deck against his palm. “That’s a phrase with too much history behind it.”

I cross my arms. “We sell minnows and hooks to people in camo. We do not sell destiny.”

“Free,” he says. “I said free.”

“That somehow makes it worse.”

Uncle Darryl, who has been listening with the dangerous neutrality of a man deciding whether something is ridiculous enough to ignore or profitable enough to permit, says, “No candles.”

Eli turns. “What?”

“No candles. No incense. No weird little bowls of rocks. I don’t need this place smelling like a divorce fair in Bayfield.”

“I wasn’t going to—”

“No candles,” Darryl repeats.

And there it is. The opening. Not permission exactly. But in our family, anything short of a direct prohibition can be converted into policy if you move fast enough and make it sound temporary. I know this because Eli knows this. 

And Eli knows I know this. He smiles at me with all the warmth of a man setting a fuse in public. “It’s happening,” he says.

“It is not.”

“It absolutely is.”

Then he makes a little cardboard sign out of the back of a worm carton and my best black marker: FREE FISHING LUCK READINGS, ASK ELI

He props it beside the register. I tear it down. He puts it back up. This is how the summer starts to go sideways. Not with tragedy. With cardboard. 

The first customer to take him up on it is not who I expect. Not a tourist. Not one of the resort women from the City with silver bracelets and a suspicious devotion to local artisan jam. It’s Jerry Molke. Jerry is fifty-eight, on his third marriage, and approaches every available system, government, weather, women, walleye, as if it has personally failed to appreciate him. He comes in for leeches and a six-pack of light beer and sees the sign.

“The hell is that?”

I open my mouth.

Eli gets there first. “Fishing luck reading. Free with purchase.”

Jerry laughs in the loud, flat way some men do when they want to pre-reject a thing they are already interested in. “That so.”

Eli spreads the deck on the counter between the minnow net and the Slim Jims display like he was born doing this under fluorescent light. “Pick one.”

Jerry looks at me.

I say, “This is not endorsed by management.”

Uncle Darryl says from the back room, “Depends if he buys more leeches.”

Jerry laughs again, harder now. Then, because this is northern Wisconsin and humiliation is easier to risk if it can be disguised as mockery, he draws a card. The Moon. Of course. A dog, a wolf, water, a path, and moonlight. Exactly the sort of imagery designed to make practical men nervous and then mean about it.

Eli squints at the card as if receiving a transmission. “Interesting.”

Jerry snorts. “No, it ain’t.”

“You’re fishing too shallow.”

Jerry’s face changes by half a degree. Not because he believes in the cards. Because he fished too shallow yesterday and came in this morning complaining to Mr. Goff at the coffee station about it for fifteen minutes.

“The lake’s telling you to stop forcing what looked good last week,” Eli says. “Deeper water. Less pride.”

I feel my whole body go cold with secondhand rage. Because this isn’t mysticism. It’s observation dressed up in theater. Which is, somehow, much more dangerous.

Jerry stares at Eli. Then says, to no one in particular, “Well.” He buys two more scoops of leeches.

That’s the third sign of trouble. By noon, six people have gotten readings. By two, fifteen. By supper, the entire west shore has heard some version of the story. Not because the readings are magical. Because they are specific.

Eli listens while people talk about the weather, bite, marital disappointment, back pain, fuel prices, and children home from college. Then he turns over a card and gives them back something half-joking, half-precise enough to sit under the skin.

A man worried about muskies gets the Tower and hears, “Quit trying for one huge thing and catch what’s actually there.”

A woman from the cabins draws the Six of Cups, and Eli says, “You’re fishing with the wrong person because you’re trying to recreate an old summer.”

A teenage boy from town pulls Death and nearly drops the card until Eli says, “Relax. It means stop using the neon spinner your dad likes and try something uglier.” The boy buys three ugly lures and comes back the next morning to say it worked.

That’s all it takes. Success, especially in a lake town, is just a coincidence with witnesses. By the end of the first week, people are asking for him by name.

“Eli here yet?”

“Can I get one of those readings?”

“What’d the cards say about crappie under this moon?”

I keep trying to frame it as a phase. A joke with legs. A seasonal stupidity. But the truth is harder to dismiss because I can see the mechanism working. The town is bored. Summer boredom in a northern lake town is not the absence of things to do. It’s the absence of surprise.

By July, everyone already knows the roads, the bars, the docks, the usual arguments, the expected weather disappointments. They want one small thing to break the pattern without actually threatening the structures they depend on.

And Eli, curse him, has handed them exactly that. Not danger. Meaning. Cheap, portable, publicly available meaning with minnows. No wonder they love him.

Maren Bouchard comes in on the second Thursday. Naturally, it’s humid. Naturally, I’m tired. Naturally, Eli has left the tarot deck open-faced on the counter between the coffee station and the bug spray rack like he’s running a carnival chapel.

Maren and I were best friends until we were seventeen, which is another way of saying we held the same town from opposite corners until one of us moved the furniture and neither admitted it. There was no single rupture. This would have been easier.

Just the usual slow damage, different friends, one boy we both refused to call important, one winter where she started skipping school and I started pretending not to notice, one spring where I said something about her mother in the wrong tone and she said something about my need to manage everyone, and suddenly the whole structure gave way.

Now she works mornings at the marina snack bar and wears silver hoops and the kind of face girls get after they survive one private humiliation and decide to make the features earn their keep.

She comes in for worms and cigarettes for her uncle, though everyone knows the cigarettes are mostly for her. “June,” she says, like the word has no history on it at all.

“Maren.”

Eli, from the bait tank, says, “Oh, good. Tension with cheekbones.”

“Shut up,” I tell him.

Maren looks at the sign. Then at the deck. Then at me.

“No.”

“Correct,” I say.

Eli wipes his hands on a rag and says, “Free reading with purchase.”

Maren leans against the counter in that old way she has, one hip out, expression mildly disobedient. “Are they any good?”

“No,” I say.

“Yes,” Eli says.

Maren smiles. “Excellent.” She pays for the worms. Takes one card. The Lovers. Of course. The whole universe, if there is one, is a tacky little opportunist.

Eli looks at it and then at Maren with theatrical gravity. “Stop making decisions like every road is permanent.”

Maren’s smile shifts. Not much. Enough.

Then he adds, “Also, you know exactly who you want and your problem is not desire, it’s the part where you enjoy punishing people with indecision.”

I drop the cigar receipt on the counter. “What is wrong with you?”

Maren laughs. Actually laughs. Head back, full-throated, surprised into it. Then she takes the worms and says, “I’m tipping the mystic.”

She leaves a five in the jar by the register.

After she’s gone, I stare at Eli.

“You can’t say things like that.”

“I can,” he says. “I just did.”

“This is going to get out of hand.”

He looks at the five-dollar bill.

“Already paying for itself.”

That night, I dream about the Lovers card face down in a tackle box full of hooks.

By mid-July, the bait shop has become a problem. 

Not legally. Not structurally, but socially. The kind of problem that arrives smiling and leaves receipts.

Women come in after dropping kids at swim lessons and ask Eli whether the cards “see travel.”

Men who would rather swallow net sinkers than admit to introspection start drawing one card “just for fun” and then hovering while Eli tells them they need to stop fishing the same cove they’ve fished since 1998 just because it still reminds them of being twenty-two.

Tourists love it because they think it’s quaint.

Locals love it because they think it’s not really about the cards.

And they’re right. That’s the worst part. The readings are not mystical. They are social.

Eli notices who pauses before answering, who says we when they mean she, who buys too much beer for one boat, and who asks after nightcrawlers with the face of a person trying to salvage a weekend already damaged at the dock. Then he gives them a little story. Enough to feel seen. Not enough to be accountable. That is the exact economy on which most summer towns are built.

I see patterns too. I always have. The difference is that I keep mine sorted and silent because silence is one of the few powers girls like me get without backlash.

Eli turns his into theater and gets tipped. This is not fair. It is, however, educational. The secrets start small. Then get structure.

Mrs. Hall from the east cabins starts coming in every Thursday after her husband leaves for Menards, always asking for “one quick card.” She pulls the High Priestess three weeks in a row, and by the third, Eli says, “You already know you don’t want to sell the place,” which makes her cry quietly into the bug spray display and then buy two dozen crawlers like absolution can be packed in dirt.

A contractor from the west road gets told by the Seven of Swords to “stop hiding money from yourself under the label of future plans,” and two days later, my uncle hears from the Greasy Spoon waitress that he owes back child support in three counties and just bought a pontoon.

A city man renting the old Jensen cabin draws the Fool, and Eli says, “You’re either about to leave your wife or start kayak fishing. Hard to say which one your face means.” The man goes white enough that I nearly apologize to the architecture.

And all summer, like weather gathering, Theo Wren keeps coming in. Theo Wren is what happens when a lake town boy leaves for college and comes back taller, poorer, and somehow more careful with his face.

We grew up within dock distance of each other. Not close exactly. Just around. Same summers, same launch ramps, same Fourth of July fireworks watched from different boats with similar mosquito counts. He was two years older, then went to Madison for school, then suddenly back this summer working for his dad’s dock business and acting like adulthood is a thing he can learn with hand tools and enough decent intentions.

He comes in for minnow buckets, split shot, ice, fuel stabilizer, and eventually, like everyone else, a reading. The first time, Eli says, “You can’t use the cards on me.”

Theo says, “Why not?”

“Because I know too much already.”

Theo glances at me when he says, “That’s never stopped you before.”

This is deeply unhelpful. Theo has one of those faces men get when they’ve spent enough time outside and around responsibility to stop looking boyish but have not yet fully committed to becoming anyone in particular. Good shoulders. Dark hair gone lighter at the edges from the sun. Hands cut up from dock work. The expression of a man trying not to seem as observant as he actually is.

He pulls a card. The Two of Wands. A man standing on a wall looking out. Wonderful.

Eli turns it over and says, “You’re making leaving sound noble because staying would require actual declaration.”

Theo lets out one breath through his nose.

I pretend to straighten the crankbait display because if I look at his face too directly, I will know too much.

“That's supposed to help me catch walleye?” he asks.

“No,” Eli says. “It’s supposed to help you stop pretending indecision is humility.”

Theo looks at him. Then at me.

Then says, “Bleak little bait shop you’ve got here, June.”

I say, “I told him this would end badly.”

He smiles slightly. “For whom?”

I do not answer.

He buys his minnows and goes.

Later, while counting the drawer, I catch myself thinking about the Two of Wands and hate everyone involved.

The weather turns ugly the week my own reading happens. Heat without relief. Air thick enough to feel touched. The lake is giving off that metallic-green smell it gets before storms.

By Thursday, the bait shop has developed a full social orbit around Eli’s cards. People are lining up for readings. My uncle has started calling the tip jar the fortune fund and using it to buy better coffee grounds. A woman from the resort road brings Eli zucchini bread “for his gift.” One of the campground boys starts referring to him as the fish witch, and somehow this helps business.

I'm taking inventory of hooks when Cami Bell from the marina comes in with sunscreen and a six-pack and says, “You haven’t had one yet.”

“Because I’m not stupid.”

“That’s not what stupidity is.”

“It’s close enough.”

Eli hears this from the bait fridge and says, “June’s resisting because she knows the cards are scared of her.”

I look at him. “My God.”

Theo, who has just come in for leeches and is now leaning by the coffee station pretending not to exist in my line of vision, says, “Now you have to do it.”

“No, I don’t.”

“Yes,” says Cami.

“Yes,” says Eli.

“No,” I say.

Then Uncle Darryl comes in from the back carrying a roll of duct tape and says, “If she’s going to act that superior about it, make her pull three.”

And because fate has a terrible sense of humor and my family has none at all, that is how it happens. The whole shop goes quiet in the way only small public spaces can, everybody pretending they are still shopping while becoming morally invested in an outcome they’ll discuss at supper.

I stand behind the counter. 

Eli fans the deck. “Pick.”

“This is deranged.”

“Pick.”

I do. Three cards. The first: Eight of Cups. A figure walking away. The second: The Chariot. The third: The World. This is so offensively on-the-nose that for one brief second, I actually believe in spirits out of sheer irritation.

Eli looks at the cards. Then at me. The room waits.

He says, more quietly than usual, “You already know the life you’re in isn’t the one you’re staying for.”

Everything in me goes still.

No performance now. No crowd work. No half-joke. Just his face and the cards and the terrible possibility that being known is sometimes less mystical than it is observationally ruthless.

He taps the Chariot. “You think if you leave, people will call it escape.”

He taps the World. “It won’t be.”

No one moves. I become aware, all at once, of Theo three feet away, Cami holding her sunscreen, the old men at the coffee station pretending not to hold their cups midair, the minnow pump in the back making its steady death sound, the whole humid northern world waiting to see whether I will become legible or angry.

I choose anger because it is more private. “Congratulations,” I say. “You’ve invented guidance counseling with worms.”

I scoop up the cards. Hand them back. Turn to the register. The room exhales in the disappointed way people do when they were hoping for tears and got sarcasm instead. Business resumes. But everything has shifted. Because the reading is right. That’s what I hate. Not the cards. Not Eli. The rightness.

I had already been thinking about Eau Claire. A small college there. History transfer. Student housing. I had already looked up deadlines on my phone at two in the morning while everybody else in town was sleeping or cheating or both.

I had not told anyone. That is why the reading feels like an intrusion and not an omen.

After Theo leaves, he says only, “You okay.”

I answer, “No,” too fast and too honestly.

Then add, “Which means you should go.”

He nods once.  And does. This almost makes it worse.

That night, I drive to Maren’s house. Not because I plan to. Because if I go home, Eli will be there with his stupid decent face, and my uncle will be there pretending card decks can be itemized with the bait invoices, and my mother will ask how business was in the exact voice mothers use when they suspect change but want you to announce it in the kitchen first.

Maren is on the back porch smoking under a bug light when I pull in. She looks at me. Then at my face. Then says, “Ah.”

That’s all. Just ah, like she has received the weather alert and doesn’t need the details yet.

I sit beside her on the porch step. The yard smells like cut grass and stale heat. Somewhere down the road, somebody’s dog is losing an argument with a rabbit. Beyond town, Long Lake is holding all this humidity without opinion.

“He did a reading,” I say.

Maren nods. “And.”

“And I hate him.”

“Because he was wrong?”

“Because he was useful.”

Maren laughs softly and passes me the cigarette, which I take, though I don’t really smoke. Shared vices are still a language, even after friendship turns less official.

“He told me once,” she says, “that I like making every choice look temporary so I don’t have to mourn the ones I didn’t make.”

I turn to look at her. “What?”

She shrugs. “I asked for a reading after shift one night.”

“Why?”

She smiles without joy. “Because people are idiots around August.”

Fair. I take a drag and cough because the universe respects continuity.

Then I say, “He said I’m leaving.”

Maren goes still a little.

“Are you.”

I stare at the yard.

The porch boards warm under my palms. The bug light throws everything small and pale around its glow. Summer is thick as soup and almost as stupid.

“Yes,” I say.

The word comes out easier than expected. Like I have been saying it privately for weeks, and my mouth is relieved to let the body catch up.

Maren nods. “Good.”

That surprises me. “You don’t even know where.”

“Still good.”

I look at her. She is older now than she was when we broke. Not in years. In use. In the face. In the way she sits still without treating stillness like surrender.

“I thought you’d make it into a thing.”

She smiles. “Oh, I could. But we’re too old to act like everyone leaving is betrayal.”

That lands where maybe five years ago an apology should have. We sit there until the cigarette is gone and the mosquitoes get bold enough to count as weather.

Before I leave, Maren says, “You know what your problem is.”

I laugh. “The line forms in town, apparently.”

“You want certainty because then no one can accuse you of selfishness.”

I put my hand on the porch rail. “That seems dramatic.”

“It’s exact.”

I hate that too.

By August, the bait shop turns surreal. People stop pretending the readings are jokes and start using them like permission slips.

A woman calls off a weekend trip because Eli draws the Tower and says, “Maybe don’t force a family activity in heat this thick.” Her husband comes in two days later and thanks him because their boat trailer axle snapped at the county line.

A man who has been talking for years about selling his cabin gets the Hanged Man and decides not to. This somehow counts as prophecy instead of indecision with an audience.

One of the campground girls draws the Star and applies to cosmetology school in Eau Claire.

Everyone attributes everything to the cards because once a town gets bored enough, causality becomes a decorative choice.

I start seeing the whole summer as one long machine for letting people say aloud the thing they already wanted in a voice that feels less responsible.

It’s not divination. It’s outsourcing. And maybe I resent Eli because he figured out a way to turn that into joy, while I’ve been doing the same work in silence for years and calling it being observant.

Then, on the second Saturday in August, everything finally breaks. Because all summer, there has been one person Eli won’t read. Uncle Darryl. My uncle claims it’s because he doesn’t need “fortune from cardboard clergy.”

But that isn’t it.

The real reason is obvious to anyone with eyes. Darryl knows better than to ask a question in public if he isn’t prepared for a public answer.

That Saturday is hot enough to make the minnows look philosophical. The shop is slammed. Campers. Pontoon dads. Two women from Madison in matching visors and one old man from Bayfield who insists the moon is wrong for bass and somehow makes this everyone else’s problem.

By eleven, the readings have a line. By eleven-thirty, Eli is flushed and laughing and reading cards like the county’s unofficial therapist in a worm-scented chapel.

Then Uncle Darryl comes in from the dock with grease on his hands and says, to nobody and therefore everybody: “Fine. Read me.”

The whole shop quiets. This is not local modesty anymore. This is the audience.

Eli looks up from the deck. “You sure?”

Darryl tosses the rag onto the counter. “Do I look unsure?”

“Yes,” I say before I can stop myself.

Nobody laughs because they’re all busy watching the weather develop.

Eli shuffles. Darryl pulls one card. The Hermit. This would be funny if life had a weaker grip on symbolism. A cloaked old man holding a lantern. Even I feel the room change.

Because my uncle Darryl, for all his coffee and minnows and duct tape theology, has lived alone since Aunt Karen left eight years ago. He works, fishes, drinks one beer exactly, closes the shop, opens the shop, fixes what breaks, and gives no inch to anyone asking if this is enough.

Eli looks at the card. Then at Darryl. All summer, he has been breezy. Sharp. Entertaining. A weather vane with good timing. Now he is still.

Finally, he says, “You keep acting like usefulness is the same thing as company.”

No one moves. The bug spray display hums under fluorescent light. Outside the windows, Long Lake flashes silver through the pines. Somewhere, an outboard starts and dies and starts again.

Uncle Darryl stares at Eli.

Then he says, very quietly, “You done.”

It is not a question.

Eli’s face goes pale, then stubborn.

“Darryl—”

“No.”

My uncle takes the deck off the counter. Holds it once in his grease-marked hand. Then sets it in the old minnow bucket by the sink. “Shop’s over for this nonsense.”

That’s all. No yelling. No storm. Which is worse because there is no righteous collapse to gather around. Just a line drawn in front of everybody with enough clean force to make the whole room ashamed of having wanted the spectacle.

One by one, the customers return to bait, line, gas, tackle, and weather. The old men by the coffee station become suddenly fascinated by their cups. The visor-women discover an urgent need for sunscreen.

I stand at the register looking at Eli and seeing, for the first time all summer, how young he actually is in the face. Not unserious. Just uncovered. He goes out the back without a word.

Uncle Darryl says, “June.”

I look at him.

He points at the register. “Do the math right.” Which in our family means: not now.

I find Eli on the dock after closing. The lake has gone gold at the edges and flat through the middle. Evening light over Long Lake is always trying to redeem the place into something postcard-worthy just when everyone local is too tired to care. He is sitting cross-legged at the end of the dock with the deck beside him, rescued from the minnow bucket and drying in a spread around his knees like little ruined flags.

“You can’t leave paper cards in a bait bucket,” I say.

He doesn’t look up. “Helpful.”

“It’s one of my gifts.” I sit down beside him.

The dock boards are warm from the day. The water below is green-black and clear enough near shore to show the weeds making their patient little worlds. For a minute, neither of us speaks.

Then Eli says, “He’s right.”

This surprises me enough that I don’t cover it. “About what?”

“I made the shop weird in a way that stopped being his kind of weird.”

That is uncomfortably accurate. The bait shop has always been a place where people traded weather, bait, and rumors. Eli just changed the packaging.

“You also told him something true in public,” I say.

He laughs once, bitter and tired. “Yeah. Apparently, families love that.”

“Only if you do it in casseroles and side comments. Not with props.”

He nods. The deck lifts a little in the evening breeze, one card edge flicking against another.

“I didn’t mean to make it into a thing,” he says.

I look at him. “That is an insane sentence.”

He smiles faintly. “Okay. I didn’t mean to make it into this big a thing.”

“That’s more believable.”

He picks up one card and turns it over in his hand without looking at the picture. “I think people just wanted permission,” he says.

I think about Mrs. Hall. The cabin owner. Theo. Maren. Me.

“Yeah,” I say.

Then, because the lake is quiet and the day has already used up its public lies, I add, “So did you.”

He looks at me then. “Meaning.”

“Meaning you got to say things as jokes that would’ve cost you otherwise.”

There. The real thing.

He stares at the card. Then says, “Maybe.” Which, in Eli’s mouth, is one of the closest available synonyms for yes.

I lean back on my hands. The whole summer seems visible suddenly, not as events but as pressure moving through bodies, all of us waiting for someone else to make truth entertaining enough to survive.

“Why’d you come back this summer?” I ask.

He smiles without humor. “June.”

“No. Really.”

He looks out over the water.

Then says, “Because I got tired of pretending drift was a personality.”

That lands so cleanly, I don’t have anything ready to protect myself with.

After a second, I say, “Well. Bleak.”

“Correct.”

The loons start up farther out. The sky goes another degree softer.

I say, “I’m leaving.”

“I know.”

I turn to look at him. “You do not.”

He lifts the corner of one card between two fingers.

“I shuffled this deck every day for two months around your face, June. You were never staying.”

That should annoy me. Instead, it feels like someone is finally saying the weather out loud.

“I’m applying to Eau Claire.”

He nods once. “Good.”

“I hate when people say that.”

“I know.”

We sit there till the dock cools under us and the mosquitoes start finding our ankles in numbers that count as governance. When we go back up to the shop, the deck is dry enough to stack.

I expect Eli to pocket it. Instead, he hands it to me.

“What am I supposed to do with this?”

He shrugs.

“Read somebody.”

“I’m not doing that.”

“Why not?”

“Because I actually mean what I say.”

He smiles. “That’s why.”

I should throw the deck into the lake. Instead, I carry it inside. 

Maren comes in two days later. Not for worms or cigarettes. For me. This is more alarming than if she’d come in for both.

It’s late afternoon. The town has that hot, wilted August look like even the trees are ready to stop pretending. Eli is out back with my uncle, repairing the minnow pump under what I can only describe as a truce in coveralls. The shop is quiet except for one woman browsing bug spray with intense false purpose.

Maren stands at the counter and says, “Do one.”

“No.”

“Come on.”

“No.”

She leans in.

“You owe me, like, six years of emotionally confusing material.”

“That is not how debt works.”

“It can.”

The bug spray woman leaves. The shop is still. 

Maren looks at the deck by the register. Then at me.

“Not fake,” she says.

This shifts the air.

Because she is not asking for spectacle.

She is asking for the thing under it.

I take the deck before I can become sensible. Shuffle once. Twice. The cards are soft at the edges now, warmer somehow from use and weather and hands.

Maren draws one. The Moon. Again. The same card Jerry Molke got on the first day, which feels either circular or insulting. I look at the card. Then at her. She waits. That’s the thing about Maren. She can wait without making the silence kneel for her.

I think about all summer. About Eli saying what people already knew in themselves and calling it a reading. About my own terrible Three-card verdict. About leaving. About staying. About the fact that sometimes ambiguity is not confusion but mercy.

Finally, I say, “You don’t have to turn uncertainty into a flaw just because other people get nervous around it.”

Maren’s face doesn’t move right away.

Then she exhales. Not dramatic. Just real.

“Okay,” she says.

I tap the card once. “You’re allowed not to know yet.”

She nods. “Okay.”

And that is it. No gasp. No revelation. No applause from the county hidden in the freezer aisles. Just a woman I used to know best and then badly, standing in a bait shop on a humid August afternoon, receiving permission she maybe should have given herself years ago and somehow still needed from somewhere.

When she leaves, she says, “That was real.”

I answer, “Don’t tell anyone. I have a reputation for disdain.”

She smiles. “Second nicest girl in town.”

“Absolutely not.”

And she laughs the whole way out to her truck.

The last week of August arrives in the usual northern way, with light changing before people do and the first little bruises of autumn turning up in the trees no one wanted to admit were there.

The shop slows. Cabin people start using words like next summer. Teachers come in for licenses and quiet. Mothers buy one last tub of worms for boys who no longer want to be seen with them at the dock.

The lake holds all of it without preference. I mail my transfer application from the post office on Wednesday. I do not tell my mother until Thursday.

She says, “Okay,” in the careful voice adults use when trying not to make your leaving about whether they deserve it.

I tell Uncle Darryl on Friday before opening. He looks at the coffee pot. Then at the bait tanks. Then at me. “Eau Claire.”

“Yes.”

“You got money.”

“Some.”

“You need more.”

“Probably.”

He nods once. “Work till Labor Day, and I’ll write you a check that doesn’t insult either of us.”

This is, from him, almost an embrace.

I say, “Okay.”

Then he adds, “No tarot in college either.”

I laugh so hard I have to grab the counter.

Eli, from the back room, says, “That’s anti-intellectual.”

Uncle Darryl says, “That’s payroll.”

And for the first time all summer, the three of us laugh at the same thing with no weather under it. Which is maybe a better ending than I had any right to ask for.

On the last Sunday of the season, the lake goes all silver under a sky too bright for September, and the bait shop smells like damp cardboard, old coffee, and ending.

Theo comes in for gas and one scoop of leeches. “You leaving this week?” he asks.

News, again, traveling by root system.

“Apparently.”

He nods like he expected this and still doesn’t enjoy the evidence. “Good.”

Again that word. “Why does everyone keep saying good?”

“Because if they say anything else, it becomes about them.”

That is so annoyingly perceptive, I almost hand him the tarot deck by reflex.

Instead, I say, “You staying.”

“For now.”

“Dangerous phrase.”

“Yeah.”

He pays for the leeches. Takes the bucket. Then says, “You were never going to stay here forever.”

I lean on the counter.

“You all really think I’m that obvious.”

“No,” he says. “Just that tightly wound things tend to spring eventually.” 

That one stays with me after he leaves. Tightly wound things tend to spring eventually.

I look around the bait shop. At the minnow tanks. The coffee station. The bug spray rack. The old sign-up sheets for fishing contest weights from 2019 are still pinned crookedly by the office door. At the cardboard sign Eli made, now folded under the register and kept for reasons none of us are mature enough to explain.

All summer, I thought I was resisting change. Maybe what I was really doing was waiting for a version of it that didn’t feel like failure. Turns out there isn’t one. There is only movement. Messy. Humid. Improvised. The lake teaches one thing, and the roads another. 

The last customer leaves at six-thirty. We lock up. Carry the worm bedding out back. Shut down the bait pumps. Count the drawer.

Long Lake flashes through the trees in the final light like a thought refusing conclusion. Before we leave, I take the tarot deck from under the register. Hold it once. Then set it in the drawer beside the old map of local depth lines and the spare key to the soda cooler. Not thrown away. Not displayed. Just kept. Which feels right.

Some summers are not lessons. They are permissions. And some truths arrive disguised as jokes because no one in a northern lake town would survive them if they came in church language first.

When I step outside, the air has grown cooler. The first real edge of fall moving in under the pines. My uncle is in the truck. Eli by the dock path, skipping a stone too hard because subtlety remains against his religion. The sky above Long Lake is all pale fire and blue.

I look at the shop. Then the water. Then the road out. Not certainty or destiny. Just the clean, private knowledge that I am leaving and that this, too, can be said aloud without the whole structure falling in. That is enough. For one summer, it is more than enough.
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Corn Maze Exit Strategy
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By the second weekend in October, the whole orchard smells like sugar, mud, and bad decisions wearing flannel. People call it festive. This is because the people calling it festive are not the ones scraping caramel off picnic tables at closing or explaining to suburban fathers that yes, the hayride does, in fact, stop if they keep standing up to get “action shots” of their children losing moral structure in the corn.

My name is Tessa Bloom. I’m nineteen, a college dropout by technicality and temperament, and I work weekends at Harvest Hollow Orchard because my mother says contributing to the household builds character and because I made the strategic error of moving back home before I had enough money to call it temporary with conviction.

Harvest Hollow sits ten miles outside town on a county road lined with maples that spend all of October trying to make the rest of us feel less trapped by looking expensive. There are apple rows, a pumpkin patch, a cider shed, two hay wagons, one petting zoo that smells like warm hay and goat resentment, and a corn maze large enough to make adults question their marriages by the third wrong turn.

From the parking field, you can see the whole beautiful fraud of it: red barns, white fencing, rows of pumpkins, children in tiny boots, mothers in quilted vests, men carrying coffee they will later claim was not enough. Somewhere in the distance, beyond all the staged rusticity and ticket windows and string lights, are the ordinary structures of the county: the Red Owl grocery store, the Copper Mule bar and grille, the Greasy Spoon diner, and Long Lake gone gray with cold, all the places people return to after buying their seasonal joy by the hour.

I work admissions, maze support, and whatever other labor the owners decide to call “all hands” when they mean nobody leaves till the line disappears. The line never disappears.

The orchard opens at nine. At nine-oh-seven, the first child is crying because the goat licked her mitten. At nine-twelve, a woman asks if the cider donuts are gluten-free “in spirit.” At nine-fifteen, a man in a Vikings hoodie asks, “How hard’s the maze?” in the tone of someone about to make himself everyone else’s problem. By nine-thirty, I have already explained the wristband colors eleven times, directed three families toward the bathrooms, handed a Band-Aid to a boy with a scrape he described as “corn damage,” and been told twice that I should smile more because “it’s such a happy place.”

I do not smile more. This is one of the few free choices left to me. Micah Reed brings me coffee at nine-forty. Of course he does.

Micah is twenty, broad-shouldered in the wholesome farm-adjacent way that should be illegal under weak light and works the hayride and pumpkin patch with the kind of earnest competence older women turn into testimonials without asking permission.

He is impossible not to like, which is frankly suspicious. His kindness is not aggressive. He doesn’t perform it. He just moves through a space, seeing what’s needed, and then does the thing before anyone can decide whether to feel grateful or embarrassed. It is exhausting to witness in close quarters.

He sets the coffee by the till. “Black,” he says.

I look at it. “Are you trying to create emotional debt?”

“No,” he says. “You looked murderous.”

“That’s just my face before ten.”

“Then your face was also thirsty.” He smiles once, small and unweaponized, then heads back toward the hay wagons before I can refuse the coffee and preserve my principles.

This is the trouble with Micah. You can’t even resent him cleanly.

At ten o’clock, my younger sister Ruthie appears from the cider shed wearing a green apron, two braids, and the expression of a child who has already accepted that most adults are underperforming. Ruthie is fourteen and sees everything. This is her primary flaw as a sibling and greatest strength as a witness.

She steps behind the admissions counter and says, “Mom says you left your room looking like a depression sale.”

“Good morning to you, too.”

“She also says if you’re going to run away, at least take the winter coat she paid for.”

I look at her.

The line of waiting customers moves forward one family. Leaves scratch across the gravel in the dry little gusts blowing down from the bluff. Somewhere near the petting zoo, a turkey makes a sound like public disdain.

“I’m not running away,” I say.

Ruthie makes a face that should not be legally available to a ninth grader. “Sure.”

Then she grabs two cider maps from the stack, straightens them because apparently the Bloom women cannot witness crooked paper without psychological consequence, and heads back toward the shed.

This is the first mention of my exit strategy before noon. Not ideal. My plan is good. Or was.

It has components, which is how you know I made it and not some softer, stupider version of me built from panic and bus tickets. Part one: Work all of October. Part two: do not tell my mother I have reapplied to community college in Eau Claire under a different housing configuration and have a maybe-room lined up with a girl named Dana whose main personality trait appears to be owning a futon and hating landlords. Part three: leave the week after Halloween with enough money for gas, groceries, and one month of not asking anybody for permission to exist. Part four: become a person elsewhere.

The flaw in the plan, according to every practical voice I have inherited, is Ruthie. Not because she can’t survive without me. She can survive nuclear winter and most forms of paternal incompetence. But because she is still here, still in the yellow-sided house on Maple Road with our mother’s brittle optimism and the slow drag of a county that keeps trying to draft girls into local womanhood before they’ve had a chance to choose another shape.

Ruthie would never ask me to stay. That’s what makes it worse. She would just notice that I left. This, apparently, is enough to complicate everything. I do not like “complicating everything.” I like tasks. Tasks can be completed. Lives tend to leak around the edges.

At eleven-fifteen, Benji Voss gets lost in his own maze. This is not symbolic on purpose, though nobody at Harvest Hollow misses the opportunity to make it so.

Benji designed the maze this year with a drone, graph paper, and what Lena Ortiz described as “a level of emotional overinvestment you should really save for human beings.” He is twenty-one, wears flannel like a person trying to be found by his own aesthetic, and has the hair and posture of someone perpetually halfway through apologizing to a woman who has already left.

He insists the maze is “narrative.” What he means is that it has loops, false exits, one hidden bridge, and a center platform you can only reach if you stop trying to solve the thing and follow the signs with less ego. This is either clever or passive-aggressive, depending on how much time you’ve spent around him.

Today, he comes out of the corn at a dead run, covered in burrs and looking morally offended. “I put a family in the north fork, and they vanished.”

I look at him over the ticket scanner. “That’s generally what mazes are for.”

“No, I mean they went wrong-wrong. I had to cut through row seven to find them.”

“Did you?”

“Yes.”

“Then perhaps the designer is not in an ideal position to critique the users.”

He opens his mouth to object.

Lena walks up carrying three paint markers and one paper cup of cider. “Please tell me he got lost in his own corn,” she says.

“He did,” I answer.

“God is real,” she says.

Lena Ortiz works on signage, pumpkin display, and all unofficial aesthetics because she once painted a homecoming backdrop that no one hated, and the orchard has been exploiting that fact ever since. She is nineteen, compact, sharp-eyed, usually spotted with ink on her wrists and leaves in her hair, and has the particular energy of a person living a second life privately while her first one continues to demand attention.

She and Benji have been in some kind of ambiguous hostilities-with-history situation for three years now. Not dating, not over, not anything a county would classify without involving prayer or legal forms.

Micah says they communicate like raccoons in separate trash bins, aggressive, intelligent, and never when anyone else wants them to.

At eleven-fifty, Mr. Halden, one of the owners, announces that the noon crowd looks “strong” and everybody needs to “tighten up.” This is orchard management language for you are all visibly failing to romanticize enough. So, we tighten.

Micah restacks pumpkins and lifts toddlers over mud with saintly forearms. Lena repaints the sign at the maze entrance because someone wrote HELP in Sharpie under EXIT THIS WAY, and she says she refuses to let irony win for free. Benji disappears back into the corn with a bullhorn he uses only in situations involving either an emergency or an audience. And I stand at admissions, stamping wrists and handing out maps while every family in a two-county radius arrives wearing coordinated flannel like they’re being inducted into a seasonal militia.

By one, the orchard is full. Children dragging pumpkins bigger than their own ethics. Teen girls taking photos in the apple rows with expressions of curated spontaneity. Men in quilted vests are asking if the hayride is “worth it.” Women carrying six cider slushies with the face of someone doing math about sugar and memory.

I watch all of it with the same detached interest one might bring to bird migration or minor cults. This is my gift. Not joy. Observation. Close enough for employment.

At two-ten, the first real problem arrives in the shape of a mother yelling, “Paige!” There are many things in an orchard that can be ignored safely. That tone is not one of them. The woman is standing at the maze entrance with two other children, one stroller, a half-eaten donut, and the specific look of a person whose afternoon has just ceased to be decorative. “Paige!” she yells again, louder this time.

Every nearby employee goes still in that subtle shared way all public-facing workers do when a normal annoyance tips into an actual emergency.

Micah is there first, because of course he is. “Hey,” he says, calm enough to be useful. “How old?”

“Six,” the woman says. “Blonde braid, purple boots, little brown coat with foxes, and she was right here—”

Benji comes out of the side gate carrying the bullhorn and losing color in visible increments. “What happened?”

“My daughter is missing.”

There is no more orchard after that. Not really. Just a task. The whole cheerful machinery of the day collapses into procedure and pulse.

Micah gets the description twice and hands one version to me without saying my name because names are extra syllables nobody needs. Lena takes the stroller, the child, the donut, and the second screaming sibling with such immediate competence that I briefly consider religion. Benji grabs the radio. Mr. Halden appears from nowhere with the expression of a man realizing insurance can hear tone. And I—

I do what I always do when things become real. I become colder and better. “Lock the north gate,” I tell the seasonal high school boys by admissions before they can ask if they should.

They blink.

“Now.”

They go.

Micah is already inside the maze. Benji follows. I take the map board off the hook, flatten it on the admissions counter, and start assigning sections to anybody in an apron, flannel, or visible authority.

“Cider shed to bridge.”

“Pumpkin patch and hay bales.”

“Petting zoo perimeter.”

Ruthie appears at my elbow like a summoned spirit in braids.

“What do you need?”

I look at her.

For one second, she is fourteen and furious and my little sister and a reason not to leave. Then she is simply available.

“Bathrooms,” I say. “All of them. Then check behind the photo cutouts.”

She nods once and goes. No questions. No dramatics. The missing-child announcement goes out over the speakers one minute later, sounding somehow both too loud and too late. Attention Harvest Hollow guests: We are currently assisting a family in locating a child. If you are with a child matching the following description...

The whole orchard changes. It’s one of the ugliest and best things about people. How fast they become a community under pressure if the lost thing is small enough and recognizable. Women stop taking photos. Fathers put down cider. Teenagers actually look up. Everyone begins scanning. The fake village of autumn collapses into the real one beneath it.

That’s when buried tensions come loose, too, because a crisis is excellent at exposing the actual grain of people. Benji keeps trying to direct from the bullhorn as if language alone can bend corn. Micah keeps quietly correcting the routes behind him. Lena tells Mr. Halden that if he says liability one more time, she’s going to throw an ornamental gourd at his sternum.

I send three twelve-year-olds back out of the maze because they insist they “totally know shortcuts,” and I do not need puberty assisting with search and rescue. And through all of it, in the hot, bright center of my mind, like a pin through cloth, is this: If the child is not found quickly, the day becomes before and after.

Towns like ours never forget certain afternoons. Not correctly. But permanently. The girl is found at two-forty-seven in row nine near the hidden bridge, sitting cross-legged in a patch of flattened corn and eating kettle corn she apparently stole from her own stroller before wandering off.

Micah finds her. Of course he does. He comes out carrying her on one hip, her fox coat bright against his flannel, her purple boots muddy to the ankle, and the whole orchard exhales so hard at once that the sound feels almost meteorological. Her mother cries. The little girl cries because now she’s being cried at.

Mr. Halden says, “Thank God,” with all the conviction of a man who had already begun mentally drafting public statements.

Lena sits down on an overturned pumpkin crate and laughs in the relieved, half-hysterical way people do when the body is returning from preparedness too quickly to make dignity a priority.

Benji hands me the radio and says, “I am never designing anything again.”

“You absolutely are,” I say.

“That was the worst forty minutes of my life.”

“Then you’ve led a privileged one.”

Micah walks back from the reunion scene with kettle corn on his sleeve and a look I can’t read
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