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LILY

A DEAD BOLT has a very specific sound. Lily was an expert at recognizing certain sounds – the creak of the floorboards signaling his arrival, the mice scurrying across the concrete in search of food. But Lily always braced herself for the sound of the dead bolt, listening as metal scraped against metal. The lock was beginning to rust, so it always took him several tries. But inevitably, she would hear the click, the sound that meant they were trapped for another week, another month, another year. But tonight, she heard nothing. Only deafening silence. Hours passed, and she couldn’t stop thinking about the lock.

Beside her, Sky stirred in her sleep and sighed. Lily stroked her daughter’s jet-black hair, her gaze lingering on the stupid yellow stuffed monkey that Rick had given Sky for Christmas. Lily despised that monkey, but she couldn’t deny her daughter a toy. Not when they had so little to begin with.

But the lock – why hadn’t she heard the lock?

Stop obsessing and go to sleep, Lily told herself. She couldn’t be tired when he returned. She knew how angry he would be if she were tired. Obsessing was foolish. But tonight she couldn’t seem to stop. She’d been on edge these past few weeks. She hoped that it was just the aftermath from the stomach flu she’d been battling. But that didn’t explain why she hadn’t heard the lock.

The problem was, Rick didn’t make mistakes. He was too precise, too meticulous. Maybe he was testing her again. There were so many tests in the beginning. But she’d proven herself. He believed she was his. She’d made him believe.

Maybe that’s why he’d forgotten. What if he’d finally trusted her? What if this was their chance at an escape? There were so many what-ifs they left her paralyzed. She was still weighing the odds when Sky stirred again, and that was all Lily needed. She summoned every ounce of courage and gently slipped out of bed. She inched up the steep wooden staircase, her stomach clenched in a million knots. What if he was on the other side of the door? She could already picture his Cheshire cat grin, wagging his finger, eyebrows curled in that calculated manner. Tsk, tsk, Baby Doll. Didn’t I tell you what would happen if you disobeyed me?

Lily hesitated at the top of the staircase. What was she thinking? Her last attempt at freedom had nearly gotten her killed. Could she really defy him? She almost made her way back down the stairs but her gaze landed on Sky, radiating innocence, and Lily realized that she couldn’t fail her child. Do it for Sky, she told herself. Lily turned the knob and just like that, the door swung open. She tentatively stepped into the perfectly preserved winter cabin. Plush fur rugs lined solid oak floors. An ornate vintage desk tucked into the corner, a well-stocked bar on the opposite wall: an ordinary room for a man who was anything but.

Lily held her breath. Nothing but silence greeted her. She glanced toward the windows, moonlight streaming in through the white silk Italian curtains, massive pine trees stretching out as far as her eyes could see. She forgot about Rick and his threats and raced toward the front door and suddenly, Lily was standing in the doorway, staring out at the vast, white, snow-covered horizon.

Outside. She was outside!

She hadn’t been outdoors in so long. There was a different kind of silence now, nothing like what she’d grown accustomed to. This was peaceful and content. An entire world was unfurling around her, and somewhere out there in the distance was her family.

Run! We have to run!

Lily turned and raced inside, nearly tripping as she made her way back down the rickety stairs. Scanning the makeshift closet where their clothes hung, Lily knew nothing was appropriate for the winter conditions.

“My baby doll has to be beautiful,” he’d said when Lily requested more functional clothing. Their pajamas would provide almost no protection against the elements, but there were no other options. Lily would rather freeze to death than waste this opportunity. She moved toward Sky, who was still fast asleep. Lily wanted to scream, Get up. Hurry. Move! The clock was ticking, and her panic was rising. But she forced herself to breathe. She had to keep Sky calm. Lily knelt down beside the sleeping child and gently shook her.

“Baby, wake up, we have to go.”

Sky bolted upright. She was an extraordinary child and had been since birth, displaying an innate understanding that life down here wasn’t normal, and adapting to each and every circumstance. Sky wiped her eyes, blinking away sleep.

“Is it time for our adventure, Mommy?”

Lily always told Sky that they were so happy together, just the three of them, that they didn’t need the outside world. But sometimes when Rick didn’t visit, she would tell Sky about the magical adventures they’d take one day. She’d talk about trips to Paris, Morocco, or Indonesia. Places Lily had only ever read about online or in her high school geography class. Every child deserved to believe in a fairy tale even if Lily knew it was only make-believe.

“Yes, Chicken, it’s time. But we have to be quick.”

Sky grabbed that stupid stuffed monkey, clutching it tightly. Lily hesitated. She couldn’t handle the thought of bringing anything Rick had touched with them.

“Sky, we have to leave your monkey here.”

Sky’s eyes widened as she shook her head emphatically.

“Mommy, I can’t . . . He has to come with me.”

“Mommy will get you a new friend. Cross my heart.”

Sky hesitated but she would never disobey her mother. She bravely set the stuffed animal back under the covers and gave it a tender kiss good-bye. Lily layered Sky in several pairs of pajama pants, pulling three sweaters on until she was wrapped up tightly. She grabbed a fuzzy down blanket and draped it around Sky’s shoulders.

“Hold on to this, okay? Don’t let go.”

“Okay, Mommy.”

Once Sky was ready, Lily pulled on several pairs of tights under her pajamas. Her hands trembled violently; she worried that any moment he might return. But she just kept breathing, just kept telling herself if she stayed calm, they’d get out of here.

They were both ready but Lily had one more task to do. She hurried over to the corner of the room and worked open a loose floorboard. She grabbed a worn piece of paper, the note she’d written years ago, when she was still a child herself and the mother of a newborn. The pages were yellowed with age, but the writing still legible, each word painstakingly written. If this was a trap, there was no hope for Lily. She knew his punishment would be fatal. But she had to believe that Sky might have a chance.

Lily took the note and tucked it into the pocket of Sky’s pajama pants.

“Remember Mommy’s rules for the big adventure?”

“If you say run, I run. No stopping. No looking back. Find a policeman and give him this.”

“And how will you know he’s a policeman?”

“Because he’ll be wearing a uniform, and he’ll keep me safe.”

“You’re Mommy’s perfect little angel; you know that, right?”

Sky gave a brave smile as Lily lifted her daughter into her arms. Sky’s body was so tiny and birdlike; she felt weightless. As they slowly ascended the stairs, Lily found herself gazing down over the railing, studying this room that had housed them for the last eight years. No more than four hundred square feet, with its damp, dark walls . . . Hell on earth in every sense of the word. With each creaky step, she vowed she’d never return. She would never let him bring them back here. She pushed open the door again and they made their way through the main cabin. Seconds later, they were outside.

The cold air whipped Lily’s hair around, her face burning from the frigid temperatures. Sky gasped, wiping her cheeks as if she might be able to swipe away the cold. She clung to Lily’s neck, her body convulsing from winter’s brutal assault. But Lily reveled in this moment. With the snow crunching under her slipper-clad feet, she could barely contain her joy.

“Chicken, this is it! This is the beginning of our great adventure!”

But Sky wasn’t listening. She was gawking at the endless sea of white powder stretching out before them.

“What’s that white stuff, Mommy?” The one request Rick indulged them in were books. They’d studied weather and season patterns. Summer. Winter. Fall. Spring. But how could dear, sweet Sky really understand what snow was when she’d never seen it? How could any child raised in that awful, windowless room truly understand anything about a world they couldn’t see or touch or feel? Lily wanted to explain, to give Sky a chance to revel in these new experiences, but there wasn’t time.

“No questions, Chicken. You have to do what I say, when I say it.”

The sharpness in Lily’s voice was uncharacteristic, but she couldn’t worry about that. Sky grew quiet as Lily began walking. She forced herself to ignore the ominous, looming shadows the pine trees cast. With each step, Lily’s pace quickened. She refused to glance back at the nondescript cabin. Her walk turned to a jog, and then she was running. Her legs ached, muscles weak from lack of use, but she fought through the pain. She’d endured so much that this was nothing. Lily’s heart pounded so hard in her chest she thought it might explode. It had been so long since she’d been able to run, but her cross-country training came rushing back to her. She could almost hear Coach Skrovan’s voice telling her to “Find a rhythm. Find your stride.”

Lily ignored the cuts on her face from wayward branches and thick brush. She lost track of time as she made her way through the overgrown trail. She kept running until they arrived at what appeared to be the main road. Lily squinted, trying to make out the sign in the distance. As she grew closer, she gasped, stopping in her tracks. Highway 12. With growing horror, Lily realized she was less than five miles from home. Five miles!

The realization nearly derailed her. She wanted to drop to her knees and scream in anger and frustration. But she couldn’t. Focus on this moment. This moment was all that mattered. One foot in front of the other, she told herself.

She focused on Sky, who was whimpering from the cold. “You’re such a brave girl. Mommy is so proud of her brave little girl.”

It was difficult, witnessing Sky’s discomfort. But darkness was their salvation and she couldn’t waste any time. In spite of the cold, in spite of Sky’s distress, Lily realized that today was a spectacular day. She hadn’t had one of those in over 3,110 days. It was a silly game she’d played with her twin sister, Abby. They’d started tracking their “spectacular days” in seventh grade.

Spectacular was a vocabulary word. Definition: Beautiful, in a dramatic and eye-catching way. Abby, older by six minutes, was obsessed with Oprah and her happy-go-lucky philosophies. Following the talk show host’s lead, Abby had created a calendar to track their spectacular days. And so it had begun: the day they both made varsity track. The day they both passed their driving tests and sat on the hood of their Jeep outside the Dairy Queen eating their banana split Blizzards, reveling in how grown-up they finally were. And then there was the most spectacular day of all, when Wes asked Lily to go to the movies. Lily was the first one to be asked out on a date, but Abby helped her get ready, choosing the perfect outfit and doing her makeup. When Wes picked Lily up, she’d been worried that her spectacular day was not meant to be. He was quiet and on edge, not a trace of the carefree, goofy boy she’d been crushing on for half the school year. She kept pushing him. “Are you okay? Are you sure? What’s wrong? You can talk to me.”

Wes had lost his temper and told her he was far from okay. His father had been arrested for driving under the influence. He tried to pretend it didn’t matter.

“I don’t know why I’m surprised. I should be used to him acting like an asshole. It’s stupid. I don’t want to ruin the night. C’mon, we’re gonna miss the previews.” Lily had grabbed him before he could get out of the truck.

“I don’t care about the previews. And it’s not stupid. Tell me what’s going on.” An expression of gratitude flickered across Wes’s face. “Really?”

Lily had nodded. No movie in Hollywood could compete with that moment. They sat in his pickup as Wes explained that his father’s drinking had only gotten worse once Wes’s mother had died. He was trying to keep the bills paid, make sure his father didn’t miss work, but it was wearing on him. But he didn’t just want to talk about himself. He’d asked Lily about her life, listening as she talked about Abby and how close they were and how she was so worried that their parents were planning to divorce. They were so busy talking they missed the movie, and Lily had nearly missed curfew. She couldn’t believe it. She’d only ever felt this comfortable with Abby. Just when Lily thought the evening couldn’t get any more perfect, Wes leaned over and kissed her. Before long, Lily’s life became one spectacular day after another.

Lily kept running, adjusting Sky in her arms, but she couldn’t stop thinking about that spectacular year she’d spent with Wes. Of course, that Tuesday in September had been as far from spectacular as one could get. In fact, the day had been totally shitty. She was still on crutches after spraining her ankle at her first track meet. She’d stayed up late talking to Wes on the phone and had forgotten to study for a chem pop quiz. She knew that she’d completely bombed it. Lily hobbled over to Abby’s locker, prepared to vent about how she’d screwed up her GPA. Abby didn’t bother hiding her annoyance.

“Where’s my black sweater? You said you put it back in my locker,” Abby said.

“I did. You had it on last week after practice.”

“No. I didn’t. You lost my favorite fucking sweater, didn’t you? I knew you would.”

Lily had adamantly denied losing the sweater. But Abby didn’t believe her. She’d called Lily a liar. Face red, lips thinned to slivers and pursed in a way that always annoyed Lily, Abby had glared back at her. A fight had been inevitable.

“You’re such a fuckup,” Abby said.

“Right . . . and you’re sooooo perfect, aren’t you?” Lily retorted. She hated how Abby acted like she was the Second Coming just because she was six minutes older.

“Whatever. You’re never borrowing anything of mine again.”

“Abby, seriously . . . I didn’t lose it.”

“You can never accept when you’re wrong. I swear, you’re such a selfish bitch. Life would be so much easier without you.”

Abby had stormed off. Lily knew Abby would take the car because it was her day to drive, but she didn’t care. She’d rather get a ride with Wes or call her parents than listen to her sister’s stupid tirade about a sweater that Lily knew she’d given back.

The things they said to each other might have sounded awful to an outsider, but that was how twins fight. Their arguments meant nothing. One minute they would be trading vicious insults; the next, they were curled up on the sofa in the family room, examining each other’s Facebook pages and making plans for the weekend. Any other night, Lily would have come home and flopped onto the couch beside Abby, the entire fight forgotten. How could she have known that day would be the last time they’d see each other? She could never have predicted what lay ahead. No one could.

Lily’s arms were aching now. She rearranged Sky, kissing her and whispering encouraging words. Lily was careful to stay off the main road, ducking anytime headlights grew near. They needed to get warm soon or they’d be risking hypothermia. Lily had no idea how long they’d been running, but they had to be close. She rounded the bend and suddenly gasped. There it was – the WELCOME TO CRESTED GLEN sign. For years, Lily had hated that sign. She hated what it meant – being stuck in suburbia for another day. She’d wanted skyscrapers and the frantic pace of a big city. She wanted coffee shops and hookah bars and tiny pubs where hipster bartenders served endless pints of Guinness. She’d dreamt of seeing off-Broadway plays and thrift shopping. She’d imagined finding a career she loved. She’d envisioned living in a loft in the West Village, with Abby, the two of them exploring New York City together. “The Riser Twins Take on Manhattan” was their childhood dream, the two of them making vision boards and daydreaming about decorating their loft space. Crested Glen was the opposite of New York. It was, Lily used to joke, where dreams went to die. She’d never imagined feeling such joy at being back here. But seeing that sign, that spectacular sign, meant they’d almost made it home. She picked up the pace, whispering to Sky that everything was going to be okay. Keep going, Lily thought. Just keep going.


RICK

DON’T BE A pussy, Rick told himself as he navigated the snowy back roads. Don’t let the stress get to you. Stress made people careless, and Rick couldn’t afford to be careless. Between his classes, his wife, and his girls, he’d overextended himself these last few months. But he could handle it. He simply needed to manage his time better.

Rick turned up the volume on the satellite radio, the Rolling Stones’ “Get Off of My Cloud” filling the car. God, he loved this song. He’d hoped the music would soothe him, but he was still annoyed. He’d been having a blast, schooling Lily and Sky on the beauty of the Beat poets, and he hated leaving them. He considered staying overnight, but he’d already been gone for two days. The last thing he wanted was for Missy to come looking for him. She’d shown up at the cabin once before, and it had been a very close call. From that day onward, he’d promised himself he’d never give Missy a reason to be suspicious.

Almost as if Missy were reading his mind, Rick’s cell phone buzzed. He didn’t even need to look at the display to know that his wife was calling. He sighed but answered anyway.

“Babe,” Missy whined predictably, her voice filling the car through his Bluetooth speakers. “It’s almost three in the morning. You said you’d be back early.”

“I know, Miss. But I got into the writing zone and didn’t realize it was so late. I’m gassing up the car now. Please tell me you’re warming up the bed?”

“It’s already so late and we both have to work . . .”

“Are you kidding me, babe? You better be wearing something sexy or I’ll be very disappointed.”

“Love you, Ricky,” she whispered breathlessly and hung up.

He could already see her pouring her third glass of Merlot, smiling as she planned her “seduction.” God, she was so boring and predictable, and he hated when she called him Ricky. He’d told her that over and over again, but Missy never listened. Rick could feel his whiskey buzz wearing off and the beginnings of a headache forming at the base of his temples. Manipulating Missy was easy but terribly exhausting.

He entertained the idea of a divorce at least once a week. The prospect of getting rid of Missy, the idea of telling her uptight prick father to shove his money up his ass, was tempting. He’d spent many planning periods online searching for a bachelor pad, a place where he could indulge in all the things that made him happy. But it was too risky, having her out there, asking questions, following him around. Knowing her, she’d probably hire a PI, someone she’d seen on one of those inane talk shows she liked so much. No, the only way he’d ever be free of Missy was if she were dead. For now that wasn’t practical, so he tolerated her.

Rick continued driving, drumming on the steering wheel as Led Zeppelin’s “Black Dog” began to play.

Damn, this is a good tune, Rick thought. His phone buzzed again. He glanced down at the console and saw Missy’s sex kitten pose.

Goddamn it! He felt annoyed already missing Lily. And then it hit him. Rick realized he hadn’t bolted the lock at the cabin. He slammed on the gas and began searching for the next turnaround. He was so focused on getting back to the cabin that he missed the cop car patiently waiting on the side of the road. A siren began to wail and Rick looked up to see the flashing police lights. He fought the urge to slam his hand down on the steering wheel. There was no need to panic. He’d had close calls before. Surprise visitors, like his basketball buddies dropping by the cabin for a drink and news about his progress on the great American novel he was supposedly writing. There was that extended vacation to Hawaii with his in-laws that had made seeing his girls impossible. Or Missy’s surprise visit where he’d barely gotten upstairs in time. He’d made it through all of those bumps in the road without a problem. This was some piece-of-shit local cop, and he was Rick Hanson.

Rick eased on the brake and pulled onto the side of the road. He reached into the console, took two pieces of gum, tore off the paper, and shoved them both into his mouth. He chewed quickly, hoping the spearmint would mask the smell of whiskey on his breath. He was well over the legal limit. If he got a DUI, the entire town would know. Missy would be all over him. His boss would be pissed. He could even lose his driving privileges. He still couldn’t believe this was happening. If it weren’t for Missy, he’d still be with the girls. It was all her fault. The stupid cunt.

Forget her, he told himself. Focus, Rick. Focus!

He rolled down his window and watched in the rearview mirror as the highway patrolman – a townie, from the looks of him, with his ruddy face and portly waistline – ambled over.

“License and registration, sir.”

Rick gave an obedient nod and handed over his identification and vehicle information. The cop shined his flashlight on the documents, then shined it back at Rick, the bright glare forcing him to squint uncomfortably.

Fucking prick, Rick thought, but he kept his expression neutral.

“What’s the trouble, Officer?” Rick asked.

“You know how fast you were going, sir?”

“Not sure. But from the looks of things, I’d say it was too fast.”

The cop frowned, apparently not appreciating Rick’s attempt at levity.

“You realize traveling at a speed of eighty-five miles per hour in these weather conditions is a disaster waiting to happen?”

Rick knew people. He studied them, understood their psychology, how to earn their trust. This was a no-brainer.

“I’m very sorry, Officer. You’re totally right. It’s just that my wife is waiting up for me and I guess I got careless.”

Rick held up his phone, displaying the photo and Missy’s impressive attributes. The cop paused for a moment, then his demeanor changed entirely. A smile spread across his wide, fat face.

“Shit, I’d break every speed limit in the state to get to her.”

“I was a little overeager. But I understand you have a job to do.”

The officer shook his head and handed back Rick’s documents. “You’re one lucky son of a bitch. I hope you know that?”

“Yes sir, I do. I’m a very lucky man.”

“Be careful out there. We wouldn’t want something to happen to you and upset the missus, would we?”

“No, Officer, we would not.”

The cop smiled, shook hands with Rick, and headed back to his squad car. Rick wanted to do a victory lap. But he couldn’t take all the credit. For once in her life, Missy was actually useful.

Rick slowly pulled away. If the cop weren’t still parked back there, waiting on his next victim, Rick would have driven back to the cabin immediately and secured the lock. Not because he didn’t trust Lily, but because his own carelessness bothered him. He had to maintain his routines, or everything he’d built could come crashing down. But he’d head to the cabin at lunch and check on the girls. Right now Missy was waiting for him, and he had class in the morning. Besides, there wasn’t a chance in hell that Lily would ever disobey him. Rick cranked up the music even louder. Maybe he’d buy Missy something nice after work tomorrow. Hell, while he was shopping, he’d buy Lily something too. Both his girls deserved a reward for being on their best behavior.


LILY

LILY’S LUNGS WERE burning, her thighs and calves on fire. Her arms felt like they might give out any second, and Sky was growing more and more restless, whimpering and moaning, “I want Daddy. Please, let’s go home.”

But Lily kept moving. They ran past the playground where she had spent endless hours with Abby. The colorful swing set, monkey bars, and merry-go-round were abandoned and covered in snow. But Lily could almost see Abby beside her, identical twins, the two of them in their matching pink snowsuits, running hand in hand, so in sync they almost appeared to be one person. Abby. All these years Lily had never stopped missing Abby. Her twin sister.

During the day, Lily forced herself not to think about Abby. She had plenty to keep them occupied. They did their lesson plans and their chores, cleaning everything they could to try to keep out critters and bugs. They’d spent the end of each day prepping for Rick’s visits, never knowing when he’d arrive but knowing they had to be ready. Lily had to make sure they were properly dressed and in good spirits. It was only late at night, when Rick was gone, when Sky was asleep, that Lily allowed herself to think of Abby. Seeing the playground again, everything came rushing back. Her sister’s smile. Her laugh. The bond they shared. Abby was no longer just a memory that Lily conjured up to get her through one of those endless nights. Soon Abby would be real.

Lost in thought, Lily’s foot struck the edge of a rock and she stumbled forward. She caught Sky seconds before she hit the ground. They had been running for at least an hour, and Lily’s arms were on fire. But she had to be more careful.

“I’m sorry, Chicken. I’ve got you. I won’t let go.”

Sky clutched Lily’s neck even tighter. “Mommy, we’re gonna get into trouble. Please . . . let’s go back to Daddy Rick’s.”

Lily kissed her daughter’s forehead.

“Just be Mommy’s brave girl for a little bit longer.”

Lily turned the corner and saw the house – her house – at the end of the cul-de-sac. The sky blue shutters were faded with age. The old maple tree she’d spent hours lying under reading Harry Potter and To Kill a Mockingbird was gone. Snow covered the garden Dad had endlessly labored over in the spring, but otherwise, the house looked exactly as she’d left it. Eight years since she’d last seen her home, and it was as if no time had passed at all. Lily closed her eyes. She could almost hear the laughter of the neighborhood children. She remembered their endless snowball fights, the time Abby had helped her soundly defeat both their parents. She could picture herself lying on a blanket in the front yard with Wes, her first love, her only love, the summer sun beating down on them, his arm draped around her waist. She remembered him whispering, “I love you.” The first boy who’d ever said those words, a promise of so much more.

Lily stood in the middle of the road gazing at the house, when suddenly a car horn honked, startling her from her reverie.

She froze.

It was Rick. It had to be.

She thought about running, but her legs were finished. No chance they would hold up long enough to get away. Her throat tightened and tears welled up. If he were this close, escape was impossible.

Slowly, she turned, savoring her last few moments of freedom. But all she saw was a gray-haired retiree, waving at her from the driver’s seat of his faded Toyota. Concern was etched on his face and she knew he must be wondering what they were doing, wearing such little clothing in these freezing temperatures.

“You okay, Miss? It’s awfully late and the little one looks cold.”

Lily tried to speak, but her voice failed her. She cleared her throat and tried again, forcing herself to sound calm and collected. “We’re fine, sir. Just going home.”

Before he could say anything else, Lily spun around and strode purposefully up the sidewalk as if she always walked around clad in her pajamas and blankets in the dead of winter. Go away, she thought. Leave us alone. A moment later, she heard the truck speed off. Lily put Sky down, then knelt beside her so they were eye to eye.

“I know you’re scared, Chicken. But I need you to be brave for a little bit longer. Okay?”

“Okay, Mommy,” Sky whispered softly.

Lily was constantly amazed by how sweet and obedient this child was. She hugged Sky tightly and stood up. Lily instinctively reached for the doorknob. She wanted the door to open. She wanted to be sixteen all over again, rushing in, sweaty and out of breath from her early-morning run. Abby would breeze past her, hollering, “Shotgun shower.” Lily would act annoyed, but secretly, she loved having one-on-one time with her father before he rushed off to the hospital for his morning rounds. But that was wishful thinking. In real life, the door was always locked.

Lily knocked softly at first. There was a chance her family didn’t even live here. They could have moved years ago, started over without her. Lily knew it was a possibility, but deep down, she didn’t think that would ever happen. If the situation were reversed, Lily would never leave their home, not without Abby. She continued knocking, harder and harder until her hands ached.

“Jesus Christ, hold your darn horses.”

The voice was so familiar that Lily’s tears began to fall instantly. A moment later the porch light flipped on and the door swung open. There was an endless pause as the older woman gaped at Lily. Mouth open, eyes wide, she was staring at Lily as if she were a ghost. Lily realized that until that very moment, that’s exactly what she was.

Crying was unacceptable. That’s what Rick always said. But in that moment, Lily forgot everything he’d beaten into her, all the lies he’d told her. In that moment, the broken girl in the basement ceased to exist. With tears streaming down her face, Lily thrust herself into her mother’s arms.

“Mom, it’s me. I’m home.”


EVE

EVE WAS TRYING to process what was happening. It wasn’t possible that this young, pajama-clad girl, with her sunken features and hollow eyes, was crying and calling her Mom. Was it? Could this really be her Lily?

Maybe it’s a dream, Eve thought. She dreamt every night. Some nights the dreams were an endless loop of horrific images: Lily’s body, bloody, battered, and bruised, her eyes hollowed out, skeletal hands reaching for Eve. “Help me, Mommy! Save me. Please!”

Sometimes Eve’s baby girl visited with hopeful eyes and kind words. “Mommy, I love you. I miss you. I’m okay.” Those nights were the worst. The nights that Eve woke feeling hopeful, believing in the impossible, that her Lily might actually be alive. Maybe that’s all this was, she told herself as she stared at this girl. Maybe it’s one of those wishful-thinking dreams.

But the girl was still clutching Eve, holding on to her so tightly and weeping. Eve could feel the girl’s sharp edges. She was flesh and blood and calling Eve Mom.

Eve wrenched herself away. She needed to get a better look, needed to make sure this wasn’t some sicko’s twisted ploy. There were cruel people out there, people who had, in the past, attempted to exploit Eve’s weakness and vulnerability. People that sent letters, asking for money, promising answers that never came. She’d believed them before. This time she wouldn’t allow herself to be duped.

She gazed into the girl’s eyes – deep pools of green – and Eve was transported to the delivery room, the moment she met her two identical twin daughters. There was no denying it now. Those were Lily’s eyes. A mother never forgets her child’s eyes.

It was Lily. She was home. Lily was home.

For eight years Eve had waited for answers. Days passed. Weeks. Months. Endless years. Back in the early days, when Eve was still a sheep who believed in a higher power, she’d prayed for closure, begging God to bring her Lily back to her. Even a body was better than the emptiness or those ghastly images her subconscious conjured up. But this was real. Eve was standing here, on her porch, staring back at her long-lost child.

Eve heard a whimper. She’d been so focused on Lily that she hadn’t noticed the child standing beside her. Maybe three or four years old, she was pale with bright green eyes and a matching expression of pure terror. God, the resemblance to Lily was uncanny. Lily was a mother? She’d had a daughter? Where had they been all these years? What in God’s name had kept them away for so long? There were so many questions surging through Eve’s brain she didn’t even know where to begin. She opened her mouth but no sound came out.

“Mom, can we come in? Please?” Lily whispered.

Shame coursed through Eve as she realized how cold it was and what little clothing they were both wearing. What was wrong with her? She ushered them inside. As Eve closed the door, she whirled around. She had squandered that first hug but she wouldn’t waste this one. She pulled Lily to her, holding on tightly.

In her dreams, when Lily returned, Eve was unbreakable. She said and did all the right things. But this was not a dream. Lily was alive. No, it was safe to say that Eve didn’t keep it together. She didn’t keep it together at all.
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        ASH

        The delicately inked tattoo was a work of art. At least that’s what sixteen-year-old Ash thought as she gazed down at her forearm, watching as the final needle strokes were completed. This wasn’t Ash’s first tattoo, but this one, with its lifelike image of a human eye, an elaborate sword piercing through it, was special.

        “Now you’re one of us,” her boyfriend Nate said, smiling at her, his blue-grey eyes sparkling.  She watched as Nate’s family huddled around inspecting Vic’s work. Ash had always been an outsider, afraid to get close to people. Nate had changed all of that.

        Leslie, the sweet faced seventeen-year-old from Padre Island with dimples and streaks of purple through her mousy brown hair, smiled and high fived Ash. 

        “Nate’s right. You’re so badass. You didn’t even flinch,” she said approvingly, holding her wrist up to show off her matching tattoo. Ash smiled back at her, watching as Leslie flitted away toward the center of camp.

          Kelsey and Andrea – the hipster couple from Portland – weren’t the chatty types, but even they seemed pleased, patting Ash on the back before moving away. Eli, the youngest of the group at fifteen, giggled as he pushed his platinum blonde hair out of his eyes and held up his own tattooed forearm to Ash to reveal his matching tattoo, like he was a super hero and they were activating their powers. “It’s awesome, Ash. We’re lucky to have you here.”

        “Thanks E,” Ash said, squeezing his hand. He blushed, and hurried over to the center of camp.

        “That kid worships you,” Nate said teasingly.

        Ash shrugged, offering up an exaggerated hair flip. “What can I say? I’m irresistible.”

        Nate laughed. “Agreed,” he said, before pulling her onto his lap and kissing her. A groan interrupted the moment. Vic, the family’s resident tattoo artist, had been silent but now he was shaking his head, throwing a mock look of disgust their way. “Can we cool it with the PDA? Mo’s here with dinner and I’m about to lose my appetite,” he said as he carefully packed his needles into a small black bag.

        Ash laughed. Nineteen-year-old Vic was the most serious of the group. At first, Ash had found him a bit unnerving. A mountain of a man, at six-foot-five, with arms the size of tree trunks, his entire face was covered in tattoos, not an inch to spare. The others had warned it would be impossible to win Vic over, but Ash always loved a challenge.

        “Sorry Vic. Can’t stop, won’t stop,” Ash said, planting another kiss on Nate who laughed. Vic rolled his eyes, but Ash clocked the hint of a smile. She was finally making progress.

        “Hey Vic, mind giving me and my girl a few minutes alone?” Nate asked.

        Vic nodded, glancing down once more at his handiwork. “It really is amazing,” Ash told him gratefully.

        This time she got an honest to goodness smile as Vic shuffled away to join the others. Mo, the family’s matriarch, had arrived and was handing out sandwiches. She offered Ash a friendly wave. Ash waved back. “The food is here, and I know you’re hungry.” Nate was always hungry. “We should join the others,” she said.

        “Let them wait,” Nate said, staring back at her with those worshipful eyes. Sometimes his intensity made Ash uneasy, as though she weren’t quite worthy of his devotion. He pulled Ash closer, wrapping his arms tightly around her waist. The folding camp chair sagged under their weight. She didn’t care. She loved being here in his arms, watching as the sun disappeared into the horizon, light bouncing off the downtown city skyline.

        In moments like this, Ash could almost forget where she was. Then a rat the size of a housecat would scurry by in search of food, or a junkie would let out a blood curdling scream or a sharp pungent odor would invade her nose and Ash would be reminded that none of this was normal. Nate was homeless, living here on the streets of Skid Row. They all lived here; Leslie, Eli, Vic, Mo and the others, joining thousands of homeless men, women and children. They called themselves the Tribe; a makeshift family that looked after one another.  It wasn’t an ideal situation, but Ash was glad he’d found people to look out for him. Nate deserved that.

        “You’re too quiet. What’s going on up there?” Nate asked, his finger lightly tapping her temple.

        “Just thinking about us,” she said, with a kiss. Her phone buzzed, the familiar ringtone of her foster mother. Got stuck on a case. Running late. You order the pizza. I’ll pick it up. Home by eight-thirty. Xoxo

        Ash’s eyes flitted back down to her newly inked tattoo. She was so caught up in the moment, everyone cheering her on, encouraging her to get the tattoo that she hadn’t thought about Becca. Not her smartest move. Her foster mother was going to be pissed.

        Ash blamed Nate. He made her careless. All the promises she’d given to her foster mother, her probation officer, even her therapist went out the window once Nate came along. When she wasn’t hanging out with him, she was thinking about when she could see him again.

        Not wanting Becca to worry, Ash quickly responded. Can’t wait. I’m starving. Hope you had a good day. See ya soon. She hit send, and turned back to Nate. “I have to go,” Ash said softly.

        “Can’t you stay a little longer?”

        “No. She would worry.” Ash wound her arms around Nate’s neck. “You could always come with me.”

        His entire body tensed. “I can’t and you know it,” he said.

        Ash couldn’t hide her annoyance. “Are you serious? Jesus, Nate, I’ve been sneaking around with you for three months. Lying to Becca about us for three months.”

        Nate’s carefree demeanor vanished, his grip loosening on her, putting space between them. “Please don’t do this, Ash. Not now. Not tonight.”

        That’s what he always said. Not now. Not tonight. This isn’t a good time. Don’t ruin it.

        “All I’m asking is for you to come to dinner, so Becca knows you exist. One night. That’s all.”

        “Then what? She welcomes me with open arms? No questions asked. Nothing about how we met? Where we met? No questions about my parents? Or where I live and go to school?”

        They’d had this discussion before. Ash understood Nate’s concern. He was a minor – as were many of the others. If Becca found out they were living on the streets, she would be legally obligated to report it.

        “I’ll run interference. Keep the interrogation to a minimum. I’m good at that,” Ash said, trying to keep her voice light.

        Nate wasn’t having it. His hands were clenched tightly in fists. “I can’t do it, Ash. It’s not just me. I can’t put the family at risk.”

        Ash stepped away from him, pushing her dark hair out of her face. What about what Ash was risking? “So I do all of this lying and sneaking around behind Becca’s back, I even get this damn tattoo for you – ”

        “For me? I didn’t force you to do anything. You said it was cool. You said it would bring us closer together!” Nate said, frustration clouding his face.

        Ash sighed. “I know, and I wanted to do it. I just don’t understand why you can’t do this for me,” Ash said. She hated how weak and needy she sounded.

        “And I don’t understand why you want to screw up what we have,” Nate said, his voice rising.

        “You okay, Ash?” She turned to see Eli eyeing Nate warily. He’d puffed his chest out as though he were attempting to make himself larger. A surge of appreciation flooded through her.

        “We’re fine, Eli,” Nate snapped before Ash could speak.

        “I wasn’t talking to you,” Eli said, not backing down. Ash was surprised. Eli worshipped Nate, always following him around, asking him to teach him a new chord on his guitar. He was such a sweet kid. Crush or no crush, she appreciated his support. But she could handle Nate.

        “I’m fine, E. Go finish your food. We’ll be over in a minute.”  Eli hesitated. He didn’t leave, standing his ground.

        “Jesus Eli, give us some fucking space!” Nate shouted.  He flinched just as Mo appeared.

        “Okay, what is going on here and how can we resolve it?” she asked. Mo was the oldest of the Tribe – mid-forties, with ruddy sunburnt skin, and brownish hair streaked with grey she always wore in a ponytail with a tie die scarf. She was regarding them curiously, as though they were some kind of sociological experiment she was documenting.

        Eli startled, eyes cast downward. “Nothing, Mo. It’s nothing,” Eli said as he hurried away.  Nate didn’t say a word, staring down at his scuffed sneakers. As far as Nate and the others were concerned, Mo could do no wrong. Ash wasn’t sure. There was something about Mo’s excessive cheerfulness, always wearing this slightly off-kilter smile. She reminded Ash of a puppet she once saw at the local library, the puppet master pulling strings tighter and tighter until it was impossible to distinguish a smile from a grimace. Mo placed a gentle hand on his shoulder. “Relationships are complicated. I understand and value that. I’m happy to offer some insight if you’d like.”

        Ash wasn’t sure why this rubbed her the wrong way. It wasn’t like Mo had made such great life choices. “What I’d like is to talk to Nate in private,” Ash said.

        Ash saw Nate flinch, but Mo didn’t react at all, her smile unwavering. “I didn’t mean to intrude. If either of you change your mind or need my counsel, you know where to find me.”

        Mo slipped away then, leaving Ash with Nate. He kept his voice low, speaking through gritted teeth, his eyes flashing. “How could you talk to her like that? You know what Mo means to me. What she’s done for me.”

        “You know what Becca means to me. What she’s done for me. You just don’t care.”

        Nate didn’t speak. A long awkward silence lingered. The last thing Ash wanted was to pick a fight. There was a simple solution to all of this. She reached out, taking Nate’s hand in hers, keeping her voice low. “Mo and the others don’t need to know. I won’t say a word. Just say you’ll come to dinner.” She stared at him with pleading eyes. Come with me. Come with me.

        He shook free from her. “Damnit Ash, I said no. Don’t ask me again,” Nate snapped.

        This time he was practically shouting. Stunned, Ash took a step back. She turned and saw the others standing nearby. All the good will seemed to have vanished, as they gathered round, eyeing her with suspicion.

        “Guess you better get back to your family,” she said. She turned and headed down the street. It wasn’t until Ash rounded the corner that the tears began to fall. She glanced down at her arm, a stinging sensation setting in, as if the tattoo was mocking her. All of Ash’s excitement, that sense of belonging and closeness, vanished. She wasn’t Nate’s and she certainly wasn’t one of them. Not even close.
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