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The market was louder than the funeral had been.

That was the first thing Avery noticed as they left the cemetery and walked down into the street where the town opened into color and heat and movement again. The funeral had ended the way funerals always seemed to end when you were a child: not with one clear final moment, but with adults drifting into smaller knots of grief and obligation, women pressing cheeks together, men shaking hands too hard, people saying they would call and then not meaning today. Dust clung to the hems of dresses and the cuffs of trousers. Shoes left pale prints in the packed dirt. Someone had begun folding metal chairs before the family had fully finished leaving them.

Avery understood enough to know that Abuela’s brother was dead.

She understood that they had come all the way to Mexico because family mattered in a way that could make adults board planes even when they looked like they did not want to. She understood that her grandmother’s face had changed in the church, that her mother had held her elbow longer than necessary when they walked out behind the casket, that her father had kept his hand at the center of Avery’s back as though he was making sure she remained physically present. Those things she understood.

What she did not understand was why everyone still looked afraid after the funeral was over.

Not sad. That too. But something else had settled around the adults, a tension that made them speak more quietly than grief alone seemed to require. Her mother had been doing that thing again where she smiled with only the lower half of her face, as if she wanted the world to believe she was holding together better than she was. Abuela had become smaller with each step away from the gravesite, shrinking inward under her black dress despite the heat. Even Avery’s father, who usually looked slightly out of place in Mexico with his broad shoulders and his white skin that reddened too quickly in the sun, had gone watchful in a way that made him seem unfamiliar.

The road outside the cemetery was crowded with vendors and old men sitting in patches of shade, taxis idling under jacaranda trees, women carrying net bags full of fruit, a teenager pushing a cart of cold bottles that clinked softly as he moved. Above all of it, the sun pressed hard and white against the tops of buildings until every edge looked sharpened.

“We’ll just walk through the market for a bit,” her mother said, mostly to her father, not to Avery. “Get water. Maybe something for her to eat.”

Her father glanced back toward the cemetery gates. “You sure?”

“What are we supposed to do, go sit in the hotel room and stare at each other?”

It was said lightly, but not really. Avery heard that too. Adults always thought children missed the second voice under the first one. Sometimes she did. Not today.

Abuela said something in Spanish too fast for Avery to catch all of it. Her mother answered in the same language, quieter, and they went on walking.

The market began without a clear edge.

One street full of traffic and faded storefronts became another full of tables and canvas awnings and hanging paper banners cut into flowers and birds. Color gathered itself overhead in strips of red and blue and yellow. Radios fought each other from different stalls. Somewhere meat was cooking on metal so hot it hissed. Somewhere else a blender screamed over the pulse of drums from a distant speaker. The air smelled like limes, exhaust, hot sugar, old stone, and bodies moving too close together.

Everything seemed too alive.

That was the part Avery would remember later, even after much worse things had crowded in over it. Not that Mexico was beautiful. It was, but beauty was not the right word. It was alive in a way that felt almost aggressive, as if every wall, voice, smell, and color had pushed forward at once and expected to be noticed.

“Stay close,” her father said.

“I am close.”

“Closer than that.”

She moved nearer anyway, half because he had asked and half because the crowd made it easy to lose the shape of her family if she looked too long at anything else. Abuela stayed just ahead of them, walking with the careful dignity of someone who would never admit to pain in public. Her black dress looked too heavy for the weather. Her mother moved beside her, sunglasses up in her hair now, one hand holding her bag tight against her side.

Avery looked back once toward the cemetery.

From where they were, the gates were only half-visible between parked cars and a row of cheap clothing stalls. Men in dark suits still lingered outside, smoking or talking in pairs. Women in black stood together in the shade, their heads bent close. For one brief moment, beyond them and farther out near the road, Avery saw a man standing alone.

He wasn’t doing anything strange.

That was what made him stand out.

Everyone else leaving the funeral was doing something—talking, smoking, walking, touching, wiping sweat from the back of the neck, checking a phone, adjusting a purse strap, opening a car door. This man only stood there, outside the little shifting clusters of mourners, with his hands loose at his sides and his attention fixed forward.

He wore a light-colored shirt with the sleeves rolled cleanly to the elbows. Dark trousers. Polished shoes that looked too clean for the dust around the cemetery road. His hair was dark and neat, and even at a distance there was something composed about him that did not belong to the atmosphere of grief and heat and public disorder around him.

Avery might not have looked twice if he had seemed curious.

He did not.

He looked patient.

Then her father said her name and when she turned back the crowd folded over the line of sight and the man was gone.

“What?” she asked.

“You hungry?”

She shrugged. “Maybe.”

Her mother exhaled, not quite a laugh. “That means yes.”

They stopped at a stall selling bottled water sweating in tubs of ice. Her father bought four. Abuela refused hers first, then took it anyway. A little girl in a yellow dress brushed past Avery carrying a paper sack of something that smelled sweet and fried. A dog slept under the table in the wedge of shadow cast by the cooler. The vendor had hands stained dark at the creases and a cigarette tucked behind one ear.

Avery drank half the bottle too fast and felt the cold hit her empty stomach like a stone.

“Slow down,” her father said.

“She’s fine,” her mother said automatically.

But she wasn’t really paying attention to Avery. She kept looking up and past, scanning the market with quick small motions of her head that she probably thought nobody noticed. Avery noticed. Abuela noticed too. Her grandmother’s mouth had gone tight, and though she kept walking, she touched the little crucifix at her throat twice in under a minute.

The market deepened around them.

Stalls leaned into one another under faded tarps. Strings of papel picado flickered overhead in the shifting wind, making the light stutter across the ground. There were tables of woven blankets, stacks of leather sandals, cheap plastic toys hanging in bright rows, baskets of chiles so red they looked unreal, silver bracelets on black velvet boards, carved saints, candles, hand-painted bowls, DVDs in paper sleeves, knockoff sunglasses, rosaries, T-shirts, mangoes cut into flowers, and dolls.

The dolls were what caught Avery.

They sat in a neat row on one of the lower tables, their cloth bodies propped against one another so their bright skirts spread like little pools of color. Some wore embroidered dresses. Some had yarn hair braided in black or brown or red. Their faces were stitched simply—eyes, mouth, a suggestion of a nose—but there was so much care in them that Avery felt it before she could name it. Someone had made them by hand. Someone had sewn each mouth, each braid, each hem.

“Mom,” Avery said, pointing.

Her mother turned, followed the direction of her hand, and for one distracted second seemed not to understand what she was looking at.

“Can I just see?” Avery asked.

“Quickly,” her father said.

“Right there,” her mother added. “Not off somewhere else.”

“I know.”

But even as she said it, she had already stepped slightly away from them, drawn toward the low table where the dolls sat beneath strips of green and blue paper banners. A radio nearby was playing something with trumpet and accordion. A woman at the next stall argued over the price of avocados. Two boys carrying a crate came between Avery and her parents, then a man in a cowboy hat paused to ask a question at the jewelry stand, and suddenly the whole market shifted one body-width to the side the way crowds did when no one person seemed responsible for the movement.

Avery reached the doll table and put her fingers lightly on the sleeve of one in a red dress. The fabric was soft and slightly rough with hand-stitching. Another doll wore blue with tiny white flowers at the hem. A third had a yellow ribbon tied around one braid. They were the kind of dolls that looked like they had stories before you touched them.

“Pretty, no?”

The voice came from the woman behind the table, and Avery jumped.

The woman smiled, not unkindly, and nodded at the dolls. “Muñecas. Very pretty.”

Avery smiled back, a little embarrassed. “Yeah.”

She picked up the one in red. It fit neatly in her hands, light but substantial, its stitched face tilted toward her.

For a second she forgot the funeral. Forgot the heat. Forgot the mood wrapped around the adults.

She imagined the doll on the bed back at the hotel. Imagined naming it something that sounded like this town and not like home.

“Ave?”

Her father’s voice came from somewhere behind her, but farther away than it should have.

Avery turned.

She couldn’t see him.

Not because he wasn’t there. Because there were suddenly too many backs and shoulders and bags and elbows between them. She saw the top of Abuela’s black dress once, then lost it behind a man moving a rack of cheap dresses on wheels. Her mother’s voice rose somewhere to the left, sharper now.

“Avery?”

“I’m here,” she called, but the market swallowed the words so quickly they might as well have been said into fabric.

Her pulse kicked.

For one second she told herself not to be stupid. She was right there. They were right there. The stall with the dolls. The water vendor. The paper banners overhead. Nothing had happened.

Then the whistle cut through the noise.

Four notes.

Soft. Clean. Unhurried.

Not the radio. Not some boy in the crowd making sound for fun. This was deliberate, and because it was so simple it entered the air differently than everything else, slipping between the noise instead of joining it.

Avery turned toward it before she could stop herself.

There was a narrow strip of shade between two stalls where the sun did not quite reach—one selling sunglasses and phone chargers, the other stacked with clay pots. In that strip of shade stood the man from outside the funeral.

Up close, he looked less old than Avery had first thought and somehow harder to place because of it. Thirty, maybe. Or forty. His face did not invite easy guesses. His shirt was pale and neatly pressed despite the heat. His sleeves were rolled to the elbows with a care that made Avery think of teachers and doctors and men who kept their shoes in boxes. He did not lean against anything. He did not fidget. He did not wipe sweat from his forehead the way everyone else seemed to. He only stood there, calm inside the market’s motion, looking directly at her.

“Hello, Avery.”

Her hands tightened around the doll.

Something about hearing her own name in his voice made the heat seem to lift away from the market for a second. Not relief. The opposite. As if a layer of life had been peeled back and what remained underneath it was quieter and much worse.

“How do you know my name?” she asked.

He smiled, but only a little. Not enough to feel friendly. Enough to make it clear he had expected the question.

“I know many things about you.”

His voice was soft. Almost gentle. That made it worse than if he had sounded strange.

Avery looked over her shoulder, trying to find her parents again, but the crowd had shifted another half-step and no one she knew was visible. When she turned back to the man, he had not moved at all.

“You should go find your mother,” he said.

The words should have comforted her.

They didn’t.

“Where is she?”

He tilted his head slightly, as if the question interested him. “Close enough to be frightened.”

Avery’s mouth went dry.

“Who are you?”

Another whistle, the same four notes, not from his mouth this time but from somewhere very close by, as if the air itself had repeated him.

“She told you stories,” he said. “Didn’t she?”

Avery stared.

Some instinct older than thought made her take one step backward.

He noticed. Of course he noticed. The smile changed, not wider, but touched by something like pleasure.

Before he could say anything else, her mother’s voice cut through the market again, this time close enough to break the spell of stillness around the space.

“Avery!”

Hands caught her shoulders from behind so suddenly that the doll nearly fell.

Her mother turned her around hard enough to hurt, then gripped her face between both palms, eyes wide and stripped open in a way Avery had never seen before.

“Do not do that again,” she said, too quickly, too quietly. “Do you understand me?”

“I was right here—”

“Who were you talking to?”

Her father was beside them now, looking past Avery, scanning the stalls. His face had gone pale under the sun.

Avery twisted back toward the strip of shade.

Empty.

The sunglass stall. The clay pots. Two women arguing over prices. No man in the pale shirt. No stillness. No place in the market that admitted having held him.

“There was a man,” she said.

Her mother’s hands tightened.

“What man?”

“The one from—” Avery stopped.

From where? The funeral? The road? The market? Even in her own mind it had already become slippery.

“He knew my name.”

All the color left her mother’s face so fast Avery saw it happen.

Her father swore under his breath.

Abuela had reached them now too. She looked where Avery had looked, then at Avery herself, and for one terrible instant something passed through her expression that was not surprise at all.

Fear.

Old fear.

Not the new frightened kind. The kind that had been waiting somewhere inside a person for years and had only just been called back into use.

“Vamos,” Abuela said sharply.

Her mother did not argue.

That, more than anything, frightened Avery.

Usually the adults still had to negotiate with one another. Usually her mother had to decide what she thought before she moved. Now she simply took Avery’s wrist, her father closed in on the other side, and the family began walking fast through the market, not running, not making a scene, but moving with a speed that made people turn their heads as they passed.

“What’s happening?” Avery asked.

“No talking right now,” her mother said.

“But—”

“Not now.”

The market no longer seemed beautiful. It no longer seemed alive in a way that felt crowded and exciting. Now it felt full of openings. Too many places for someone to stand and watch without belonging to any of them. Too many mouths of alleys. Too many shadows under awnings. Too many people who would never remember the face of one clean-cut man among all the others.

As they reached the edge of the market, the whistle came again from somewhere behind them.

Four notes.

Soft. Certain.

Her mother flinched like she had been struck.

That was when Avery understood, with the wild clarity only children sometimes had, that whatever had just happened was not new to the adults.

It was only new to her.

And that frightened her more than the man had.
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By the time they got back to the hotel, nobody was pretending anymore.

They did not say his name. Not in front of Avery. Not in the car they took from the market, not in the narrow lobby with its turning fan and cracked tile, not on the stairs, not in the room with the thin walls and the curtains that never fully closed. But the pretending had ended. Avery knew that because the adults had stopped using the voices they used for children. Even when they lowered their volume, there was no softness left in it. Their fear had edges now.

The hotel room felt smaller than it had that morning.

It was only one room with two double beds, a table under the window, a bathroom with a rust-stained sink, and a standing lamp that leaned slightly left as if it were tired too. Her parents had been complaining about it the night before—the mattress springs, the smell of bleach, the air conditioner that rattled more than it cooled—but now nobody complained. Her father locked the door, then checked it twice. Her mother went straight to the window and pulled the curtain aside with two fingers, looking down into the street before letting it fall shut again.

Abuela sat on the edge of the nearest bed without taking off her shoes.

She looked worse in the room than she had outside. Not physically weaker exactly. Smaller, yes. But also as if some private effort she had been making all day had finally become too heavy to continue. Her hands were folded in her lap so tightly that the knuckles showed pale under her skin. She was breathing through her mouth, quietly, trying not to show it.

Avery stood near the bathroom door and waited for someone to explain.

No one did.

Her mother crossed to the dresser and started pulling open drawers that did not need pulling. There was nothing in them but the Gideon Bible, two extra towels, and a plastic laundry bag folded into a square. Her father had taken his phone out, then put it back into his pocket without calling anyone. He looked at Abuela once, then away.

Avery hated that look most of all.

Adults looked at each other that way when they believed something had happened that changed the rules but had not yet agreed on how to say it out loud.

“Can somebody tell me what’s going on?”

Her voice came out thinner than she meant it to.

Her mother kept moving. “Nothing’s going on.”

“That’s not true.”

“Avery,” her father said, and for a second she thought he might actually answer her. Instead he rubbed a hand over his face and turned toward the window. “Just give us a minute.”

“A minute for what?”

Nobody spoke.

She looked at Abuela. “Who was he?”

Abuela’s head came up sharply, the way it did when someone touched something she had hoped not to hear spoken plainly. For one heartbeat Avery thought her grandmother might answer by accident, out of shock if nothing else. But Abuela only closed her mouth harder and looked down again at her clasped hands.

Avery felt something hot rise up the back of her neck.

“He knew my name,” she said. “He was watching us at the funeral.”

That made all three adults look at her.

It was such a quick, involuntary thing that it told her more than any answer would have.

“You saw him there?” her mother asked.

Avery stared. “So you know who I mean.”

Her mother realized the mistake as soon as the words left her mouth. Avery saw it happen. A flash of regret. A hardening. A step backward into herself.

“No,” she said too fast. “No. I just meant—”

“You do know.”

“Avery.” Her father’s tone sharpened now, warning first, not comfort. “Enough.”

“No, not enough.” The words surprised her as much as anyone. She was not usually the one who pushed when adults closed ranks. Usually she got quiet and watched and let the room bruise itself around her. But the market had left something raw inside her, and the room was too hot and their faces were too wrong and she could still hear the whistle under everything else. “You’re acting weird, and Abuela’s acting weird, and Mom almost crushed my arm in the market, and I want to know why.”

Her mother made a small sound like a laugh with no humor in it. “Because you disappeared.”

“I was gone for like a second.”

“It doesn’t take a second.”

The room went still.

Avery looked at her mother. Her father looked at her mother. Even Abuela lifted her eyes.

Her mother seemed to realize she had said too much, but unlike before she could not smooth it away. The words hung in the room anyway, fully shaped.

“It doesn’t take a second for what?” Avery asked.

Nobody answered.

Then Abuela said, in a voice so quiet Avery almost missed it, “You should not have brought her back.”

Her mother turned on her so fast it startled Avery.

“Don’t,” she snapped. “Do not do that.”

“You knew better.”

“I knew better?” Her mother laughed again, but this time it cracked in the middle. “He was my uncle too. He was dying. We weren’t supposed to come bury him? We were supposed to stay in Texas forever because of old stories?”

At the word stories, Abuela’s face changed into something like contempt and terror mixed together.

“Stories,” she repeated.

Her father stepped between them a little, not enough to be dramatic, just enough to break the direct line of sight. “Not now.”

“Then when?” her mother said. “When we’re back home? When she asks again? When he finds her somewhere else?”

Avery’s heart kicked hard.

He.

Not the man. Not that stranger. He.

“I’m right here,” she said.

Her mother closed her eyes briefly, then pressed the heels of her hands into them. When she dropped them again, she looked suddenly exhausted enough to be old.

“I know,” she said.

It was the first true thing anyone had said to her since the market.

Outside, a motorcycle went by in a burst of engine noise, then faded. Somewhere down the hall a toilet flushed. The air conditioner shuddered and made a noise like loose change in a metal cup.

Avery moved closer to the bed where Abuela sat. “Who is he?”

Abuela made the sign of the cross so quickly it looked less like prayer than reflex.

Her mother saw it and swore under her breath.

That frightened Avery too. Her mother did not swear around Abuela. Not even in English. Not even when angry.

Her father said, “Maybe we should talk outside.”

“And leave her in here?” her mother asked.

“We’re not talking in front of—”

“In front of me?” Avery said. “You keep saying stuff in front of me and then stopping.”

Her voice shook now, which made her angry enough to make it louder. “If it’s about me, then tell me.”

Nobody spoke.

Then Abuela lifted her head and looked at Avery properly for the first time since the market. There was something awful in her eyes. Not only fear. Guilt too, though Avery was too young to recognize it cleanly and would only understand later how much of that day had already been shaped by things done before she was born.

“Did he touch you?” Abuela asked.

The question came so abruptly Avery flinched.

“No.”

“Did he give you anything?”

Avery looked down.

The doll was still in her hands.

She had forgotten she was holding it.

Her mother saw it at the same moment and all the blood left her face again.

“Jesus Christ,” she whispered.

Avery clutched the doll tighter automatically. “We paid for it.”

“That’s not what she asked.” Her mother crossed the room in three fast steps and crouched in front of her. “Did he hand it to you?”

“No. I picked it up.”

“Did he touch it?”

“I don’t know.”

That answer did something visible to the adults, as if a new line of thought had opened and all of them hated where it might lead.

Her father took the doll gently from Avery’s hands before she could resist. He turned it over once, looking at the stitched face, the yarn hair, the red dress.

“It’s just a doll,” he said, but he did not sound convinced.

Abuela said something in Spanish, low and urgent.

Her mother answered in the same language, then stood and began pulling the half-packed suitcase onto the bed.

Avery stared. “What are you doing?”

“We’re leaving.”

“Right now?”

“Yes.”

“But our flight’s tomorrow.”

“We’ll get another one.”

“Why?”

No one answered quickly enough.

Avery heard herself ask the next question before she had fully decided to say it. “Is it because of him?”

The adults went still again.

That was answer enough.

Her father set the doll carefully on the dresser as though it might matter where it was placed. “Go to the bathroom and wash your hands.”

“What?”

“Do it, Ave.”

“It’s just a doll.”

“Avery.” This time her mother’s voice had that flat iron sound in it that meant disobedience would not become a conversation. “Now.”

Avery went.

Mostly because all of them were frightening her more than the man had. The bathroom was small enough that when she shut the door her father’s reflection remained faint in the spotted mirror, bent over the suitcase on the bed behind her. The sink smelled like metal and old plumbing. She turned the tap and watched the water run brown for a second, then clear.

She washed her hands longer than necessary because it gave her something to do besides listen. But the walls were thin and the adults had dropped their voices only enough to turn them into fragments.

“—should have known—”

“Not here—”

“—heard it again—”

“Don’t say his—”

“—we are leaving, that’s all—”

Then Abuela, sharp even through plaster: “He would not come unless—”

The rest vanished under a burst of water pressure when the toilet in the room above them flushed.

Avery shut off the tap and stood with her wet hands dripping into the basin.

When she opened the bathroom door, the room had changed shape again. The suitcase was now fully open. Her father had pulled the clothes from the dresser and dumped them onto the bed in a heap. Her mother was moving with the fast, precise motions of someone who had stopped thinking in favor of task. Abuela was on the phone, speaking Spanish in a whisper so fierce it seemed to cut the air.

“What did she say?” Avery asked.

No one responded.

She moved to the window and tried to pull the curtain aside, but her mother caught her wrist before she could.

“No.”

“I just want to look.”

“No.”

“Why?”

“Because I said so.”

Avery yanked her hand back. “You’re acting crazy.”

The word left the room like a dropped plate.

Her mother looked at her for a long second. Not angry, at first. Wounded. Then tired.

“Yes,” she said. “Maybe I am.”

It was such an impossible answer that Avery had nothing ready for it.

Her father broke the silence. “Pack your things.”

“What things?”

“Everything.”

Avery looked around the room as though it might reveal something she had missed. Her sandals under the chair. Her book on the nightstand. Her toothbrush by the sink. The cheap hair clip she had bought at the hotel desk because she’d forgotten to pack one. None of it looked like the kind of thing a person abandoned in an emergency. But maybe that was what emergencies actually were, she thought suddenly. Not fires and sirens. Just ordinary things becoming irrelevant all at once.

She packed.

Not well. She shoved clothes into the side pocket of her small suitcase and forgot her socks in the bathroom and had to go back. Her hands felt stupid. Every time she bent to pick something up, another question rose to the surface of her throat.

She finally asked the one that mattered most.

“Has he done this before?”

Her father froze with a shirt half-folded in his hands.

Her mother did not stop moving, but only because she forced herself not to.

Abuela ended the phone call and made the sign of the cross again.

Avery saw it all.

So yes, she thought. He has.

“Mom.”

Her mother closed the suitcase so hard the zipper teeth split open one side and had to be redone.

“Please don’t do this right now.”

“Did he do this to you?”

The room went silent.

It lasted only two or three seconds, but in families that had lived a long time around fear, silence itself had different categories. This was not ordinary hesitation. This was recognition breached.

Avery knew she had hit something real.

Her mother said, very quietly, “Who told you to ask that?”

“No one. I just—” Avery stopped. Because the answer was clear even to her. Because of the way her mother had looked at the market. Because of the way Abuela had said you should not have brought her back. Because the fear in the room did not feel new enough to belong only to today.

Her father said, “We can talk later.”

“No,” Avery said. “You keep saying later.”

“Avery,” her mother said, “I am asking you to trust me.”

The request landed badly, not because Avery did not want to trust her, but because it was obviously the wrong currency for the room. Trust was what people asked for when truth was being withheld and everyone knew it.

“What if I don’t?”

Her mother stared at her. Then the expression on her face altered, not into anger, but into something worse: grief moving under control.

“Then be angry with me,” she said. “Be angry all you want. But pack your things.”

A knock sounded at the door.

Everyone in the room flinched.

It was so immediate and total that Avery felt the reaction in herself only after seeing it in the adults. Her father moved first, crossing to the dresser in two fast steps and taking the doll off it. Her mother’s hand flew to her mouth. Abuela whispered something like a prayer or a curse.

The knock came again.

Not hard. Not threatening. Just the ordinary knock of a hotel worker or a guest at the wrong room. That made it worse.

No one moved.

Then a woman’s voice, muffled through the door: “Señora? Toallas.”

Housekeeping.

The adults did not relax. Not really. But something in the room shifted from imminent terror to the shameful aftershock of having revealed how close terror sat at the surface.

Her father put the doll down again, though now he held it by two fingers, not like an object but like something suspect.

“We’re fine,” he called through the door.

There was a pause, then the squeak of the housekeeping cart moving away.

Avery looked at all of them.

There it was. The truth, if not in words. Whatever they were afraid of had made them jump at a woman with towels.

Her mother saw the understanding on her face and turned away first.

Within fifteen minutes, they were in the car.

Avery did not remember most of the walk through the hotel. Only pieces. Her father carrying the larger suitcase. Her mother keeping one hand on Avery’s shoulder the whole time. Abuela praying under her breath in Spanish so continuously the words became only rhythm. The front desk clerk smiling too brightly and wishing them safe travels. The smell of sun on the pavement outside.

No one said anything until they were several streets away.

Then her father asked, “Airport?”

Her mother was looking out the window, one hand pressed against her mouth. “No.”

He glanced over. “No?”

“We don’t go straight there.”

“Why not?”

She finally turned to look at him, and Avery saw then that the fear in her mother had sharpened into something almost clear. Not calm. But direction.

“Because if he’s following us,” she said, “I don’t want him knowing where we’re going next.”

The car fell silent.

Avery sat in the back seat and looked from one adult to another and understood, with the full-body certainty children sometimes had before they had language for it, that the world had changed shape around her.

Not because a stranger had spoken her name in a market.

Because her family already knew what kind of stranger could do that.
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Chapter 3
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They spent the next hour driving in circles through a city Avery could no longer bear to look at directly.

At first she thought her father was lost.

That would have made sense. They had only been in town a few days, and until then she had barely paid attention to the streets except in the shallow ways children noticed places—what color the buildings were, where the dogs slept, which shop had candy at the counter, how the church bells sounded different here than at home. But after the third turn back onto a road they had already taken and the second long stop in a church parking lot where nobody got out, she understood that getting somewhere was no longer the point.

Her father drove with both hands fixed at ten and two, jaw tight, eyes always moving from the road to the mirrors and back again. Her mother sat in the passenger seat turned half around so she could keep Avery in view while also watching the street behind them through the rear window. Abuela remained in the back beside Avery, not touching her, not speaking, but close enough that the heat from her body gathered in the narrow space between them.

The city moved around the car in bright, ordinary pieces.

Men unloading crates from the back of a truck. Two girls in school uniforms sharing an umbrella against the sun. A bus stop crowded with people fanning themselves with folded newspapers. A woman sweeping the sidewalk outside a pharmacy. Tires hissing over loose grit. Vendors setting up under tarps. Radios in open windows. A boy kicking a flat soccer ball against a wall already scarred with old flyers and fading political slogans.

Nothing in the streets looked like pursuit.

That did not seem to help the adults.

“Take the next left,” her mother said.

Her father did.

“No, not there, the next one.”

He kept driving a moment too long, then cut the wheel harder than necessary when he reached the corner. The car behind them honked. He flinched anyway.

Avery watched all this and said nothing.

The fear in the car had changed since the hotel. There it had been sharp and exposed, all nerve. Here it was more organized. Not calmer. Just structured. Her parents were doing things now—rerouting, watching intersections, checking mirrors, speaking in clipped instructions—that made the danger feel even more real than panic had.

“What are we doing?” Avery finally asked.

Her mother did not turn around. “Making sure.”

“Making sure of what?”

“That nobody’s behind us.”

Avery looked out the back window.

A white sedan sat at the light behind them, then turned the other way. A bus lumbered up two cars later and blocked the view. By the time it passed, there was nothing there except a man on a motorbike with a package strapped to the back seat.

“Who would be behind us?”

Her mother closed her eyes briefly and pressed her fingers to the bridge of her nose. “Avery.”

“No. You keep saying my name like that.” Avery heard the edge in her own voice and hated it, but didn’t stop. “I want you to tell me what’s happening.”

Her father said, “We’re getting to the airport.”

“That doesn’t answer anything.”

“It’s the answer you’re getting right now.”

The words were harsher than he meant them to be. Avery knew that. He knew it too. She saw the immediate regret in the set of his shoulders, the way he loosened one hand from the wheel and then gripped it again instead of reaching back toward her.

Abuela said something soft in Spanish.

Her mother answered her in the same language, not looking back.

Avery caught only fragments. Enough to know they were talking about her. Enough to hear the word niña and then his name—so quickly swallowed she might have imagined it if the adults’ silence afterward had not told her she hadn’t.

There it was again.

Not the stranger. Not the man. His name.
––––––––
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Whatever it was.

The car grew hotter each time they stopped at a light. Her father had rolled the windows down halfway because the air conditioning in the rental worked only when it felt like it, but the wind coming in was as warm as breath. Sweat gathered beneath Avery’s knees where they touched the seat. Abuela smelled faintly of face powder, old fabric, and the church incense still trapped somewhere in the folds of her dress.

Avery looked down at her hands.

The doll was gone.

She had not noticed exactly when it had disappeared. At the hotel, it had been on the dresser under her father’s hand, and in the rush downstairs she had not thought to look for it again. Now the loss of it hit her unexpectedly hard—not because she cared about that specific doll, not really, but because it was one more piece of the day being taken from her without explanation.

“Where is it?”

No one answered.

Avery lifted her head. “The doll.”

Her mother stared out the windshield. Her father’s mouth tightened.

“What happened to it?”

Her father said, after a pause too long to be casual, “We left it.”

“You left it where?”

“At the hotel.”

“Why?”

No one spoke.

Avery felt tears come suddenly and angrily, not because of the doll itself but because the day had become a series of adults deciding what she could lose and what she could know without ever asking her.

“I wanted that.”

Her mother turned then. “I know.”

“Then why did you leave it?”

Her mother looked at her for a long second, fear and exhaustion and something almost like apology moving under her face faster than Avery could read it. “Because I didn’t want to bring it with us.”

“That doesn’t make sense.”

“No,” Abuela said quietly from beside her. “It makes too much sense.”

Her mother shot her a look so sharp it seemed to cut the air.

“That’s enough.”

Abuela did not lower her eyes.

For a moment Avery thought they might begin fighting again. Not shouting—none of them were close to shouting now; the fear had moved past that. But there was a particular kind of family argument that could happen entirely in glances and breathed words, and the whole car felt poised on the edge of one.

Instead, her father took the next turn and said, “We’re close.”

They were not close.

Not for another forty minutes.

They stopped once at a gas station where her mother would not let Avery get out of the car. Her father went inside for cash and water and came back looking pale and furious for reasons he did not explain. They stopped again at a strip mall with a pharmacy and a bakery, where they sat in the parking lot long enough for the heat to build into something thick and punishing. Abuela prayed under her breath with her rosary hidden in one fist. Avery counted the beads by the tiny jerks of motion her grandmother’s thumb made inside the folds of her skirt.

At one point a man in a light shirt crossed in front of the car carrying a cardboard box.

Avery stopped breathing.

But when he lifted his head it was the wrong face—fuller, younger, sweating heavily, distracted by the box slipping in his arms. He kept walking without noticing them at all.

Still, the sight of the shirt was enough. It changed something in her body. Her pulse began to race and did not settle for several minutes. She became conscious of the shape of the door handle, the lock pin, the crack of the window, the way the parking lot opened on one side and narrowed on the other. She thought of the market. The strip of shade. The whistle. Her mother grabbing her shoulders hard enough to bruise.

Fear, she realized, did not stay where it started.

It moved.

When they finally did reach the airport, nobody relaxed.

Avery had expected something like relief the second the signs appeared and the road widened into lanes feeding toward departures. Airports, in her mind, belonged to a different category of place than markets and funerals and city streets. Airports had rules. Metal detectors. Uniformed people. Numbers and loudspeakers and information boards. Airports felt like places the world had already sorted into order.

But her parents only became more tense as they pulled under the departure awning.

“Don’t let go of her,” her mother said.

“I’m right here,” Avery muttered.

No one acknowledged it.

The airport smelled like floor cleaner, old coffee, perfume, and overworked air conditioning. Wheels clicked over tile. Voices echoed up into the high white ceiling and came back thinner. A family with three children argued beside the check-in kiosks. A businessman in a navy suit shouted into a phone in English. Somewhere a baby was crying with the desperate commitment of babies who believed the whole building should be aware of them.

The ordinariness of it all felt wrong after the car.

Avery stayed between her parents and tried not to look at anyone long enough to imagine them looking back.

At the ticket counter, her mother spoke in a voice Avery had never heard from her before—fast, low, controlled, every word pressed flat and precise. Rebooking. Earliest possible flight. Today, yes, today. No, we can’t wait until tomorrow. Yes, any route, any airline, I don’t care, just get us out.

The woman behind the counter wore red lipstick and perfect eyeliner and an expression of public patience that had probably been tested by worse travelers than them. She clicked through screens, frowned, asked questions, printed slips, called a supervisor.

Avery stood with Abuela off to one side while her father kept scanning the terminal.

“What are you looking for?” she asked.

His eyes moved over the crowd and didn’t stop. “Nothing.”

“That’s a lie.”

“Yes,” he said, so quickly she almost missed it.

The answer stunned her into silence.

He glanced down at her then, finally, and some of the hardness left his face. “I’m sorry.”

She shrugged because anything else would have become crying and she did not want to cry in public where strangers could watch. The terminal felt too bright for tears.

Abuela touched her sleeve. “Come.”

She led Avery to a bank of plastic chairs near a pillar. Above them, a television mounted in the corner played a news channel with the sound off. A weather map glowed across the screen in greens and yellows and blues.

Blue again.

The word arrived in Avery’s mind before she could stop it, and she hated that too. Hated the way one detail could turn the whole world into itself if you let it. Her grandmother sat beside her and pulled a small packet of crackers from her purse.

“You should eat.”

“I’m not hungry.”

“You should anyway.”

Avery took the crackers because refusing would have required more energy than she had. The first bite turned dry in her mouth. She swallowed hard, then looked sideways at Abuela.

Her grandmother’s face in the airport light seemed more worn than old. The skin beneath her eyes had gone almost gray. Her lips moved now and then without sound, still praying or trying not to.

“You knew him,” Avery said.

Abuela closed her hand over the rosary in her lap.

For a moment Avery thought she would pretend not to understand.

Instead Abuela said, “I knew of him.”

“That’s not the same.”

“No.”

Avery waited.

Her grandmother looked past the rows of chairs to where Avery’s parents were still at the counter, her mother leaning forward with one hand flat on the desk as though willpower could move the reservation system faster.

“Some names are not good to say,” Abuela said.

“That’s not an answer.”

Abuela’s mouth tightened. “It is the answer for now.”

Avery’s anger came back, but this time it arrived slower, mixed with something else. Not pity, exactly. A new awareness that fear had age inside it. That whatever was happening now was not only terrifying because it was happening to Avery. It was terrifying because it had happened to these adults before in ways that had shaped them long before she was old enough to notice.

“Mom asked if he touched me,” Avery said.

Abuela flinched.

“Why would she ask that?”

Her grandmother turned to look at her then, and the grief in her face was so open Avery nearly wished she had asked nothing at all.

“Because mothers ask terrible questions when they are afraid.”

“That’s still not an answer.”

“No.” Abuela pressed the rosary harder into her palm. “No, niña.”

Avery looked away.

A family across from them was eating sandwiches wrapped in wax paper. A little boy in a dinosaur shirt kept dropping pieces of lettuce onto the floor and laughing every time his older sister told him to stop. An airport employee with a yellow safety vest pushed two wheelchairs past. The television above them cut to footage of traffic somewhere in the capital. Everything continued.

That felt offensive somehow.

Her father returned first, carrying fresh boarding passes. Her mother followed with her mouth set in a hard line Avery recognized from earlier years, from bills and broken appliances and hospital waiting rooms and every other time life had forced an adult to keep moving while afraid.

“We’ve got a connection through Houston,” her father said. “Two hours.”

“Two hours?” her mother repeated.

“It’s the fastest.”

Her mother looked like she wanted to argue, then stopped. Maybe because there was no one to argue with except the machinery of air travel itself. Maybe because the last of her energy had already been used at the counter.

“We stay together,” she said instead. “No bathrooms alone. No wandering. No stopping if somebody says they dropped something or they need help or any of that, do you understand me?”

Avery stared at her. “I’m not five.”

“No,” her mother said. “You’re not.”

The way she said it made Avery feel cold despite the heat trapped under the terminal roof.

Security took forever.

Shoes off. Bags through scanners. A man in front of them emptying pockets full of coins and receipts and loose keys into a gray tray. A woman behind them complaining about carrying formula. The slow humiliation of belts and laptops and little plastic bins moving along rollers under fluorescent light. Avery stood with her arms folded after the metal detector and watched her shoes emerge from the machine like objects belonging to another child.

Her father kept checking behind them.

Her mother kept checking in front.

When a whistle sounded somewhere far down the concourse—bright and careless, probably a man calling to a friend or a maintenance worker signaling for a cart—both of them reacted so visibly that a woman nearby turned to look.

Avery did too.

But there was nothing there except strangers and polished floor and duty-free perfume displays gleaming under the lights.

That was when she understood the whistle no longer had to be real to affect them.

The sound itself had already entered the family.

Their gate sat at the far end of a long hallway lined with sealed windows. Planes waited outside in white heat, tails marked with airline logos, ground crews moving beneath them like toys. The chairs at the gate were only half full. A man slept with his mouth open and a newspaper folded over his stomach. Two college girls were taking selfies against the glass. An older couple shared a bag of chips without speaking.

Avery’s mother did not sit until the boarding announcement began.

Even then she chose the chair directly beside Avery and kept one hand on the strap of her bag and the other around the paper coffee cup her husband had brought her from a kiosk. She did not drink it. Her father stood near the window pretending to look at planes while actually watching reflections in the glass.

Abuela sat with her eyes closed.

Avery looked at her own reflection in the terminal window and saw all of them gathered inside it: mother, father, grandmother, child. A family moving like people who had survived something that had not technically happened yet.

That frightened her in a new way.

Not the man in the market. Not the whistle. Not even the secrecy.
––––––––
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The shape of the family under pressure.

She had always believed, in the way children did without thinking about it, that adults became more like themselves in emergencies. Bigger. Clearer. Capable. Instead the day had shown her something else. Emergencies did not reveal certainty. They revealed whatever people had been trying hardest not to become again.

When they finally boarded, the relief Avery had been expecting still did not come.

The cabin smelled like stale cold air, fabric cleaner, coffee, and metal. She took the window seat because her mother insisted on the aisle and her father wanted the one between them empty but could not have it. Abuela sat across the aisle with a businessman who never looked up from his laptop.

As the plane taxied, Avery pressed her forehead lightly to the plastic window and watched the ground crews shrink, then the runways, then the airport itself.

Mexico, from above, looked too ordinary to hold what the day had become.

Roads. roofs. dusty lots. bright painted walls. laundry lines. little blue rectangles of rooftop water tanks catching the sun.

Blue again.

Always something blue now.

When the plane lifted, her stomach dropped and she reached for the armrest automatically. Her mother’s hand found hers halfway there and gripped it too hard.

For a second they stayed like that—mother and daughter holding on through takeoff not in comfort exactly, but in the shared physical fact of leaving.

Only when the city flattened into distance below them did her mother let go.

Avery did not sleep on the first flight.

Neither did anyone else in the family.

Her father read the same magazine article for half an hour without turning the page. Abuela prayed with her lips barely moving. Her mother stared at the seatback in front of her so long Avery wondered whether she was still seeing it at all.

The flight attendants came and went with drinks and peanuts and blank smiles trained for turbulence and complaint. A toddler somewhere near the front cried itself into exhaustion. Two men behind them talked about oil prices in Texas. One of them laughed too loudly. The ordinary world insisted on itself from all sides.

Avery sat with her hands folded around the plastic cup of apple juice she had not touched and listened to the engine.

She thought of the man’s face in the market. Not because she wanted to. Because the memory would not obey. The calmness of him. The way he had stood still while everything else moved. The way he had said her name as if it belonged naturally in his mouth.

She turned to her mother.

“Has he been in Texas before?”

Her mother’s whole body reacted before her face did.

It was tiny. A held breath. A tightening at the jaw. But once Avery saw it, she could not unsee it.

“You need to rest,” her mother said.

“That means yes.”

“Avery.”

“No, because you keep doing that. You keep not answering.”

Her mother looked down at the tray table latch, then up again. The cabin light made her eyes look flatter than usual, all the shine burned off them.

“I am trying,” she said quietly, “to get you home.”

“That’s not the same as telling me.”

“No.”

There was no anger in it. Only exhaustion.

Avery leaned back and looked out the window.

Clouds had swallowed the ground. All that remained outside was white and sun and distance. Inside the cabin, the air was too dry. Her throat hurt. Her head ached behind the eyes in the dull way it did when too many things pressed there at once.

She thought, not for the first time that day, that if she could just get home maybe everything would rearrange itself into ordinary fear. The kind of fear that belonged to a bad man in a market, not something older than that. The kind you could explain to teachers and police and neighbors and not sound strange.

But even as she thought it, she knew the adults did not believe in home that way.

That was the worst thing she had learned since the funeral.

Not that the world contained a man like that.

That her mother and grandmother had already built their lives around the possibility that he might one day speak to Avery too.

By the time the plane landed in Houston, the sun had shifted and the whole world outside the window seemed washed in a different kind of light.

They were closer to home now.

No one said so.

No one said anything at all until the wheels hit the runway and the plane bounced once, hard enough to jolt the cup in Avery’s hands.

Then Abuela opened her eyes, crossed herself, and whispered in Spanish, “Not yet.”

Avery looked at her.

Not yet what, she wanted to ask.

But she already knew the answer had nothing to do with planes.
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Chapter 4
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Houston did not feel like safety.

It felt like delay.

The airport was bigger than the one they had left, brighter in a way that made every surface look scrubbed and temporary, full of polished floors, long banks of windows, and the endless managed movement of people who believed they were only passing through. There were more gates, more shops, more announcements, more places to sit and nowhere that felt private. The carpet in the concourse was patterned in geometric blues and grays that made Avery’s eyes snag against it every time she looked down. A cleaning cart rolled past them trailing the smell of lemon and disinfectant. Somewhere close, coffee was being ground. Somewhere farther off, a child was laughing so hard it turned shrill.

The family moved through the terminal like people who had not decided whether stopping was allowed.

Her father kept the boarding passes in one hand and their smaller suitcase in the other, checking overhead signs too often, not because he didn’t understand them but because he needed the act of confirming where they were headed. Her mother walked close enough that her shoulder brushed Avery’s at least once every few steps. Abuela, who had gone unnaturally quiet on the plane, seemed to be holding herself upright by force.

Their next gate was at the far end of another concourse.

They passed stores full of glossy things no one they knew would ever buy at airport prices. Perfume. Neck pillows. Books with shiny covers turned outward. Headphones. Candy arranged in sharp perfect rows. The ordinary wasteful brightness of travel pressed in on Avery from all sides, and beneath it her family carried something dark enough that it made all the brightness feel false.

At one point they passed a wall of televisions all tuned to different channels with the sound off. On one screen, a weather map bloomed green and yellow across the Gulf. On another, a news anchor spoke beside footage of traffic inching through a city Avery did not recognize. On a third, some man in a suit pointed at a bar graph Avery had no interest in understanding. Her father glanced up at them, then past.

No one in the family looked like they belonged among televisions and rolling suitcases and business travelers.

Avery was beginning to understand that fear did that. Not make you visible, exactly. Make everything else look staged around you. As if the whole normal world had agreed to keep moving in a straight line while your own life had tilted and would not right itself again.

“Do you need the bathroom?” her mother asked.

“No.”

“If you do, tell me now.”

“I said no.”

Her mother nodded once without apology. The conversation was really only a check, a pressure point, a way of confirming Avery was still there and still answering. She had started doing that since the market, asking practical questions in a voice that sounded ordinary if no one listened too closely.

Avery’s father slowed at a bank of windows overlooking the tarmac. “It’s another hour.”

“Then we sit where we can see everything,” her mother said.

The way she said everything made Avery look around too.

People at the gate sat in low blue chairs under bright overhead lights. A teenage boy slept with his backpack clasped in both hands. An older woman in a red blouse was reading a paperback, lips moving slightly as she went. A family of five occupied two rows near the windows, the parents trading off turns with a baby who refused to be calmed. Two airport employees stood near the jet bridge talking quietly, one of them eating pretzels from a clear plastic cup.

Nothing looked wrong.

Nothing had looked wrong in the market either, not until it had.

Her father found seats against a wall where they could look out across the waiting area and also see who approached from either end of the concourse. The choice felt deliberate enough that Avery noticed it immediately.

They sat.

Her mother kept the aisle seat. Her father stood at first, leaning one shoulder against the wall near the window. Abuela lowered herself into the chair beside Avery with a small sound of pain she pretended not to have made.

For a while nobody spoke.

An announcement came over the speakers in English and then Spanish about an unattended bag at another gate. A man in a suit laughed into his phone. The baby across from them began crying again, then stopped so suddenly the silence afterward felt mechanical.

Avery watched people’s shoes.

Not because she wanted to. Because some part of her had begun collecting details without permission. Polished black loafers. White tennis shoes with fluorescent green laces. Sandals with painted toenails. Boots with dust dried pale around the seams. Every time a pair of dark polished shoes entered the edge of her vision, something jumped in her chest before thought could reach it.

She hated that.

She hated the market still living inside her body as if it had been sewn there.

Her mother saw her staring downward and asked, “You okay?”

Avery almost said yes. The word reached the back of her teeth and stopped.

“No,” she said instead.

Her mother blinked, as if she had not expected honesty. “Okay.”

That was all.

No reassurance. No “you will be.” Just okay, spoken so flatly it became almost respectful.

Avery looked away.

After a few minutes, her father went to get coffee. He didn’t ask if anyone wanted anything. Avery noticed that too. It wasn’t rudeness. It was that asking required the illusion of normal choices, and none of them seemed willing to pretend that hard anymore.

He came back with two paper cups, one for himself and one for her mother, and a bottle of water for Abuela.

“Thank you,” Abuela murmured.

He nodded, then remained standing.

Avery watched him watching the crowd.

It would have been easier if he looked frightened. Easier if he paced or argued or swore. Instead the fear in him had narrowed into usefulness. His eyes kept moving. His free hand kept tightening around the cardboard sleeve on the coffee cup. He had become all edges and vigilance, and something about that frightened Avery more than yelling would have.

“Sit down,” her mother said quietly.

He didn’t. “I’m fine.”

“You’ve been standing for twenty minutes.”

He gave a short humorless laugh. “And?”

“And people notice.”

He finally sat, but only because she was right.

Avery turned to Abuela. “Who did you call at the hotel?”

Her grandmother took a slow breath through her nose before answering. “Your cousin Emilia.”

“In Mexico?”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

“So someone could go back.”

Avery felt herself go still. “Back where?”

“The hotel.”

Her mother’s head came up at once. “Mamá.”

But Abuela did not stop. Maybe because she was tired. Maybe because something in the airport’s brightness had made concealment harder to maintain. Maybe because fear had begun fraying the family’s secrecy the way it frayed everything else.

“To look at the room,” Abuela said. “To see if anything was left.”

Avery looked from one adult to another. “Anything?”

Her father leaned forward, elbows on his knees, staring at the floor. Her mother rubbed one hand over her mouth.

“The doll,” Avery said.

No one answered.

That was answer enough.

“She went back for the doll?”

“She went back for whatever was there,” Abuela said.

Her mother turned on her in a voice low enough not to carry. “Stop.”

“You think silence is helping her?”

“I think this is not the place.”

“It is never the place with you.”

The words were quiet, but they landed with enough force that Avery felt them physically, like pressure changing in a room before a storm.

People nearby kept reading, scrolling, eating chips, shifting in chairs. The family sat at the center of its own private rupture and the world around them remained indifferent.

Avery said, “Why would the doll matter?”

Her mother did not look at her. “It might not.”

“Then why did you leave it?”

No answer.

“Mom.”

Her mother finally turned. The expression on her face was not anger. It was what came after too much fear and too little sleep and a child who kept asking the one question every adult in the room had been avoiding since the market. “Because I didn’t want it near you.”

That silenced Avery.

Not because it explained anything. Because it was the closest thing to truth her mother had given her all day.

Something in Avery softened toward her and hardened at the same time.

She looked at Abuela instead. “Was he at the funeral because of me?”

The question seemed to enter all three adults at once.

Her father stared straight ahead. Her mother looked down at the coffee in her hands as if there might be an answer on its dark surface
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