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  INTRODUCTION: MONSTERS


  PAULA GURAN


  
    Monsters come in all shapes and sizes. Some of them are things people are scared of. Some of them are things that look like things people used to be scared of a long time ago. Sometimes monsters are things people should be scared of, but they aren’t.


    — LETTIE HEMPSTOCK, A CHARACTER IN NEIL GAIMAN’S THE OCEAN AT THE END OF THE LANE

  


  Two years ago, just as the Covid-19 pandemic drastically altered our world, I pondered (in the introduction to The Year’s Best Horror and Dark Fantasy, Volume One) why anyone, considering the state of the world, would want to read dark fantasy or horror.


  Last year, in another introduction to another volume, I noted that although the traditional view of why we enjoy horror—because it gives us a feeling that bad stuff can be overcome and order restored—may be true, today’s dark fiction often challenges and discomforts, even in challenging and uncomfortable times.


  A year later, life is as scary as ever. Poverty, inequality, climate change, violence, and so many other evils—all the frightening, terrible things about life—remain with us. At least the plague that has dominated much of life for the last two years does not seem as fearsome as it once was. But. I began writing this introduction on March 24, 2022: one month after Russia invaded Ukraine and brought the world more real horror.


  In Wasteland: The Great War and the Origins of Modern Horror (2018), W. Scott Poole posits that horror as a genre arose as a reaction to the previously unparalleled carnage of World War I:


  
    [N]ot only did single acts of horror happen, they produced a world of horror that we still live in, both in our imaginations and in our daily lives. The artists, writers, and directors who experienced the Great War, most of them directly, never stopped having the same nightmare, over and again, a nightmare they told the world. Meanwhile, like a spell gone wrong, the Great War conjured up a new world, a sort of alternate reality distinct from what most people before 1914 expected their lives to be. It was a dark dimension where horror films, stories, and art became a Baedeker’s guide to the new normal rather than entertaining diversions. Monsters had come out of the abyss.

  


  According to Mr. Poole, the direction of modern fictional horror was inspired by the Great War. The fiction of H. P. Lovecraft and Stephen King and many others grew from this societal nightmare and became a way we psychologically cope with our fears.


  Very simplistically: that “we” was primarily the “we” of the empowered; written from the viewpoint that, generally, the universe was a fairly balanced place where fear intruded. Too often, what “we” feared was frightening because it came from “outsiders”—figuratively and even literally people who were not “us” were the monsters. The discomforting “other” was defined by those who were the most comfortable.


  Lately, some of the best dark fiction has been grounded in the perspective of those who aren’t so comfortable to begin with. Protagonists who already deal with the history and daily reality of prejudice, oppression, injustice, and lack of empowerment. They come from and, after defeating the evil, often return to a life where there is little if any complacency. Yet these fictional heroes still confront terrors and survive the monsters.


  Horror fiction and dark fantasy, at its best, can teach us how to survive real fear. It portrays both what is truly terrifying and what is nothing more than figments of imagination. That there are different kinds of evil to confront and defeat. It tells us, no matter what, we can fight back and survive the monsters, or, at worst, we can put up a damned good fight and leave behind a story worth telling.


  A couple of things that I mention annually.


  • I am not offering a definition of dark fantasy. Or horror for that matter. The closest I’ve ever gotten was in the very first introduction to this series, in The Year’s Best Horror and Dark Fantasy: 2010, “What the Hell Do You Mean By ‘Dark Fantasy and Horror?’” You can find it (and other stuff) republished on my website, paulaguran.com.


  • A reminder that although this is “Volume Three,” it is really “Volume Thirteen,” as the series started in 2010 (covering stories first published in 2009) and has been published annually ever since. The title change is due to a publisher change (from Prime Books to Pyr Books).


  Last year, after reading scores (hundreds?) of stories and selecting some for The Year’s Best Horror and Dark Fantasy, Volume Two, I had some random observations. This year my observations are even more random. This isn’t a “state of the art” statement or anything like that. Just thoughts that occurred after compiling the current volume’s contents.


  • Many of the stories selected for the third volume deal—in a vast variety of ways and on many levels—with death. (Stephen King wrote, “[One] reason for reading horror: it’s a rehearsal for death.”) There are those who would say that death is all that horror is about. It’s our ultimate fear and our fascination with it . . . blah, blah, blah . . . Hey. Life is about death so everything is about death, eh? Big Literary Theory aside, there’s a lot of death here—a variety of death, but death. At least one of the stories gives some hope that death is not as unfair is it probably is. Another tale, a science fictional one, provides a transformative alternative to death per se.


  • Perhaps a subtopic of “death”: aging. Not so much the fear of aging (and therefore dying) or aging itself but dealing with the folks who are aging and dying. Which brings us to a related theme . . .


  • Family. Biological families and chosen families. The ties that bind, that are sadly sundered, and that sometimes must be unbound. The particular fears that having children and loving those children inspire. Monsters that prey on children and children who are themselves monsters.


  • In the last volume, the idea of “home” popped up rather often. This, year? Not so much. There are a couple of extremely memorable houses, but the outdoors—woods, sort-of-woods, a yard, bodies of water—seems to be more common. Does a cave count as “outdoors”? Maybe not, but it is not a domicile either. Did we want to get out more? Did we actually get out more? Was outdoors scarier than indoors? Can we devise a Big Literary Theory? No, just an observation.


  • I find historically based horror particularly powerful because reality is so much more horrific than fiction. No surprise some examples turn up here.


  • We also have a variation on a fairy tale in which one character tells us, “Sometimes you have to let the wolf eat you, if you want to see what’s inside it” (and deal with said wolves). This is, to me, is quite true and rather reassuring.


  • Unlike the last few volumes, climate change doesn’t play a big role this time out. One aspect of a very dark tale set in the future is certainly due to climate change, but it is not a major theme. The single tale that directly deals with more drastic weather has a supernatural aspect.


  • Quoting Neil Gaiman, again, this time considering ghost stories: “Fear is a wonderful thing, in small doses . . . It’s good to be a child again, for a little while, and to fear—not governments, not regulations, not infidelities or accountants or distant wars, but ghosts and such things that don’t exist, and even if they do, can do nothing to hurt us.” And we do have ghosts. But you can’t even rely on ghosts to behave as one, traditionally, might assume ghosts will behave in these stories.


  • Nor, for that matter, can you count on these authors to always hand you a tidy, reassuring resolution to the situations they have so skillfully devised.


  • As I said in 2021 (and referred to earlier here), in the last few years, genre fiction has (finally) become more diverse and more publishing opportunities have become available for writers who are not white, do not have an exclusively Western perspective, are not heterosexual, and are not cisgender male. Consequently, the cultural milieu and characters portrayed have broadened. This positive trend has continued. That said, I don’t think my selections this time out offer as much of a deviation from that Western point of view as last year.


  • However, you might take a look at the first entry of our new companion series: The Year’s Best Fantasy, Volume One. It includes some dark fantasy and, overall, I think its stories may be a bit less Eurocentric. I have no idea why it turned out this way.


  • Last year about two-thirds of the stories were by writers who identify as women. This year, it’s fifteen of the twenty-three authors. About the same percentage as last.


  I chose not to include a list of “recommended stories” this year for a number of reasons. I haven’t decided yet if I will still compile one. If I do, I’ll publish it on my website. The only regret I have about this decision is that without the recommendations, the many, many publications that I read don’t get a mention. Not all would be considered “horror” or even “genre,” and the “recommended list” offers a cornucopia of sources for you, the reader, to seek out and discover great dark fiction. You can, though, still check the acknowledgements section and read the authors’ biographies. The latter often list periodicals where the writers have been published and offer some handy clues to where you can find more similar fiction.


  Finally, this is my fifty-first anthology. As I mentioned above, it is the lucky thirteenth in the series. I do not know, at this point, if there will be a fourteenth volume. I hope there will be. I think I’m beginning to get the hang of it.


  Now, if you haven’t, start with reading the stories already!


  Paula Guran


  Finished on the 239th anniversary of the birth of Washington Irving


  THE GOD BAG


  CHRISTOPHER GOLDEN


  I never knew where she got the idea for the God Bag. In the waning days, when my mother’s memory turned into a source of constant pain and confusion, I asked my brother and sister about it, but neither of them knew the origins of the threadbare velvet thing, or even when she started stuffing prayers into it. The earliest any of us could recall Mom mentioning it was shortly after she and Dad divorced. I guess I’d have been around seven years old, which means my brother, Simon, would have been nine and Corinne, our sister, about fifteen.


  “I’ll put it in my God Bag,” she’d say.


  I remember the look in her eyes when she talked about it, as if she assumed we all knew exactly what she meant. I honestly don’t recall if she ever explained it to me or if I figured it out through context clues, but the gist was clear—when Mom was troubled, wrestling with something in her heart, or when she’d lost something and needed to find it, she’d scribble a prayer on a scrap of white paper, fold it up and stick it into the God Bag.


  Reading that, you might assume we were a religious family, but I wouldn’t go that far. Corinne, Simon, and I attended Catholic schools from first grade up through high school graduation, but we were never regular churchgoers, not even when our parents were still married. Dad’s religion was self-indulgence; bars were his church, women and alcohol his communion. Mom had a more eccentric sort of faith. She burned St. Joseph candles, had psychics read her tea leaves, was devoted to the predictions of her tarot cards . . . and she had her God Bag.


  Years passed the way they do, and occasionally I’d remember the existence of the thing, but only as a funny anecdote from childhood. College came and went, I built myself a sustainable career as a graphic designer, I married Alan Kozik, and we found a surrogate to carry our baby, which made us dads. Being gay complicated my relationship with my mother, but I’d heard worse stories and we all survived the turmoil. She loved Alan, and she loved our daughter, Rosie, even more. Her first granddaughter—it meant everything to her. Yes, my siblings were older, yes, they’d had their own weddings, yes, they’d had children of their own, and Mom loved each and every one of them. But Alan and I had the only girl, the only granddaughter. Any resistance my mother had to the idea of me being married to a burly, bearded guy who liked to hold my hand just about every minute of the day . . . that went out the window when Rosie came along. From then on, Mom acted as if she’d never had an issue with me being in love with a man. I still nurtured some resentment, but I let it go the best I could. Why fight the tide of joy?


  Joy.


  It never lasts.


  We began to notice Mom’s memory failing a year or two before the dementia really dug its claws into her. For a long time, her lapses seemed mundane enough, but when it began to really fail, there could be no denying it. One week it manifested in simple things like misplacing her phone or forgetting plans we’d made, but soon after she would finish a phone call with Corinne and then call her back half an hour later with no recollection of the earlier conversation.


  Mom despised going to the doctor. She hated for her children to know her personal business, including her health. She held onto this weird intimacy as long as she was able, but eventually Corinne insisted she be allowed to accompany her to the doctor, and the news was grim. Smoking had done more damage than we imagined, and in ways we had never anticipated. Yes, Mom did have a tumor in her lungs, but it was small and slow-growing and far from her biggest concern. She also had COPD and end-stage emphysema, as well as vascular dementia. Decades of smoking had narrowed the blood vessels in her brain and in her extremities, and the blood that did flow wasn’t carrying nearly enough oxygen.


  Every day, it would get a little worse. Eventually, either the constricted blood vessels in her brain would cause a stroke or her blood oxygen level would fall so low that a heart attack would kill her. She would stop being able to draw in enough breath to keep herself alive.


  Meanwhile, the dementia ravaged her in other ways. She had never been a healthy eater, but now she tended to forget or lose interest in anything but draining cans of Diet Coke and crushing butts out in the same stainless steel elephant ashtray she’d been using for forty years. Loose, dry skin hung from her arms and legs and her hair remained in constant disarray. Her moods had always been mercurial, and now they ranged from near-catatonia to pure joy, from loneliness to rage, sometimes in the space of minutes. She had delusions, mostly harmless, a way for her unconscious mind to fill in the vast, empty spaces in her memory.


  “Oh, it’s up on my bed,” she’d say of the memoir she claimed to be writing, or a book she thought she had given you, or records of some improvised bit of personal history. Photographs of a trip to Ireland that I’d taken—a trip she insisted she’d been on with Alan and me. She had photographs to prove she’d been there “up on my bed.”


  She’d never been to Ireland in her life.


  On a Tuesday morning in late August, I took the day off work to bring her for an MRI. We knew what the results were likely to be, but in order to get Medicare and the local elder services to give her the coverage she needed, we had to jump through the hoops. I hated doing it, but not as much as Mom hated having to go. Even at her most confused, even when her memory turned to smoke around her, she still understood that visiting doctors at this point was futile. Nothing we did could keep the train she was on from crashing, but we had to keep Mom going to her appointments and try to remind her to take her medications, because that was the only way to be sure Medicare would cover the costs of what was to come.


  My mother wanted to stay in her home, to live out her last days there, and we were doing everything in our power to grant that wish. Soon that would change. Something would happen, some household accident, some injury or emergency that sent her to the hospital, and then the whole paradigm would shift.


  But that Tuesday had been quiet. Just me and Mom. I brought her a couple of glazed doughnuts—one of the few things she would eat— and then drove her to the MRI appointment. She didn’t complain, even seemed in good spirits, but then she had always loved the summer and the sun. Eighty degrees, windows down, I drove her to the doctor’s office and checked her in. As I sat in the waiting room, reading the historical novel I’d brought along, I kept losing my place on the page, worried by how long it was taking and whether the staff might be having difficulty keeping her on task. But when it was over, the nurse walked my mother out to me and the two of them seemed to have become fast friends. As horrible as she could be, Mom also knew how to charm strangers when she felt like it.


  We drove home with the music up loud and the sun shining. Shortly after two o’clock, I pulled into her driveway and killed the engine. She’d gone quiet, slipping into that numb, hollow mood that came over her so often now. No matter how bad her memory might be, how confused, she knew that arriving home meant I would be leaving soon and the shadow of that knowledge darkened her features. I helped her up to her room, cracked her a fresh can of Diet Coke, and chided her when she tried to light up a cigarette. I had always hated the damn things, and now more than ever. For twenty years she had remembered not to smoke in front of any of her children, but now even that was slipping. She crinkled her eyes and gave me a pouty look, but she put her cigarettes aside.


  “I wish you didn’t have to go,” she rasped in her gravelly voice, pausing every few words to catch her breath. “I get so lonely.”


  The words were familiar now, but no matter how often I heard them, they carved my heart out.


  “I know. But I’ll see you again in a few days. Corinne’s visiting you tomorrow, and tonight you’ll see the nurse. Who’s on Tuesdays? Sylvia?”


  “Yep, Sylvia. Yes.” She nodded, brows knitted gravely in an attempt to communicate confidence. I knew the expression well—it meant she had no idea which nurse would be working tonight, helping her bathe, keeping her company, keeping her out of trouble.


  The bedroom wasn’t hoarder-level disaster, but it was close. Stacks of books and documents everywhere, pill bottles, a hundred antique knickknacks that would have to be sold eventually but none of which my mother would part with, even now. Especially now. Her queen bed looked more like a nest, with too many pillows, blankets, and two different comforters, both of them with stains I didn’t want to think about, no matter how many times they had been washed.


  Mom slept alone on the left side of the bed, the right side piled up with bags of Cheetos and mini-Reese’s cups, cigarette cartons, her chequebook, and bills that Corinne would take the next day to make sure everything was being handled properly. Left to her own devices, Mom would either not pay the bills or overpay someone she didn’t actually owe. There were notebooks she had scribbled in, some DVDs Simon had brought for her to watch, and sticking out from beneath a dirty pink sweatshirt, a familiar faded blue velvet with gold tassels.


  “Mom, is that the God Bag?”


  The question confused her. She frowned as if remembering what the God Bag was to begin with, then she glanced at it and nodded. “Of course. I have a lot of prayers these days. If I’m going to die, I want to make sure I get a good reception on the other side.”


  I laughed, but it wasn’t funny. Once I would have reassured her, told her she wasn’t going to die anytime soon, but even she knew her time was limited.


  “I didn’t realize you still had this,” I said, studying the bag.


  It was a royal blue, faux-velvet, drawstring thing with obscure origins, but I assumed it had originally held a bottle of fancy scotch or brandy. Mom’s generation had given bottles of alcohol as holiday or housewarming gifts when they couldn’t think of anything more personal. The drawstring was a golden, corded tassel. The God Bag had seen better days, but it still served its purpose. The latest couple of notes jutted from the overfilled bag.


  “Are your prayers ever answered, Mom?”


  I don’t know why I asked. Truly, I don’t. The words skipped over the thinking part of my brain, went right from the impulse to my lips, and the moment I spoke I wished I had kept silent. If the prayers she put in her God Bag had been answered, she wouldn’t be lying in her bed, waiting to die.


  But her eyes widened a bit, glinting with a clarity I hadn’t seen in them for months. “Always,” she said, laser-focused on me. “They’re always answered. You’re happy, aren’t you? You and Alan and Rosie?” Her voice didn’t rasp or falter. Her gaze felt sharp, her focus weighted. She almost never remembered Alan’s name now, didn’t mention him until I mentioned him first. I didn’t think it was her old Puritanism returning, just the rockslide of her memory carrying Alan over the cliff into obscurity. Right then, though, I could see she remembered everyone, everything, with utter clarity.


  “You prayed for me and Alan?”


  “Of course I did. I wanted you two to have a family. I wrote it down and put it in my God Bag, and I got my only granddaughter.” She smiled when she mentioned Rosie. As she always did. Her life had been a series of resentments and vendettas, a terrible example for me and my siblings and for our children, but in her imagination she and Rosie shared a bond, and I never had the heart to shatter the illusion.


  “Well,” I said. “I’m grateful.”


  I started to open the drawstring. “Maybe I should put my own prayers in here.”


  Mom ripped it from my hands. “Get your own God.”


  I held my breath, worried she would topple over into one of her rage moods, but once she had the God Bag tucked against her chest, she seemed comforted, and in moments her eyes glazed over again. Whatever had prompted her outburst, it had passed.


  “I’m going to get you something to eat. Some of that chicken salad from yesterday.” I had been perched on the edge of her bed. Now I stood and left the room, her words echoing in my head. Of course she had meant to say, “Get your own God Bag,” not “Get your own God.” She missed words all the time, or mixed them up, and that was obviously what had happened here. Even so, I felt a cool prickle at the back of my neck as I went down to the kitchen.


  Get your own God.


  The joke was on her. I didn’t believe in anyone’s god, and I certainly didn’t have one of my own.


  I went down to the kitchen, which held its own nightmares. It felt like a relic from another age, maybe the galley in a ship found adrift at sea with all hands lost. When had she last been down here to get some food on her own? Some of the plates were set out on the counters. Several knives crusted with dried peanut butter were in the sink. There was a home health aide that helped with such things, but it wasn’t fair to always leave it to her, so I reminded myself to run the dishwasher before I left.


  I fixed Mom a chicken salad sandwich—on a hot dog roll, because it was easy for her to handle and she wouldn’t have eaten an entire sandwich anyway—and carried it upstairs on a small plate with a handful of grapes. I hadn’t been gone much more than ten minutes, but I could smell cigarette smoke and she had turned up the TV nearly to max volume.


  “Your lunch, madame!” I announced as I entered the room.


  The cigarette had already been stubbed out in the ashtray. She’d taken maybe three puffs. She lay in bed, her head slightly tilted, mouth open, eyes closed. If not for the wheezing labour of her breathing, I would have thought she had died.


  She dozed off fairly often in those days. Fifteen, twenty minutes, sometimes as much as an hour. I glanced at CNN on her TV to check the time and decided I would wait for her to wake. I hated the idea of disturbing her almost as much as I did the idea of her blinking back to consciousness and finding herself alone. Would she even remember that I’d been there? I wasn’t sure, but I didn’t want to leave without being able to say good-bye. Just in case.


  I set the plate with her chicken salad roll amidst the debris on her nightstand and turned the volume down. My phone lay dormant in my pocket and I knew I could kill time on Twitter or playing Wordscapes, but I figured I would just sit in the chair at the end of her bed and watch the news for a while, let my mind rest.


  Then I saw the God Bag again. Such a strange artefact from our family history, as if someone had dredged up a long-forgotten photo album. I knew it was private, and yes, it felt like an intrusion even when I was reaching for it, but my mother was dying and soon enough we would all be rooting through the detritus of her life. Her mind, the person she had been, was already being erased, and given how tenuous our relationship had often been over the years I could not help myself from wondering.


  I dug in, sifted around at random, and pulled out a folded piece of white paper. When I unfolded it, I found her familiar scrawl and realized this one had to be at least a couple of years old—written long enough ago that her handwriting remained crisp, with the confident loops and flourishes I associated with the younger version of my mother.


  A better job for Simon, she’d written. Just those five words, and the date—10/11/17. I smiled as I studied the words, barely a prayer, more of a wish. I tried to remember how long ago my brother had quit working for the German company whose CEO treated his employees like they were competitors in some kind of reality show, where they were judged on loyalty, forced enthusiasm, and the ability to come to work and feign good health even when they were sick as dogs. The job had been withering Simon’s soul, but he’d been afraid to talk to headhunters for fear someone would tell the boss and he’d be fired. Now he worked at a Boston tech firm whose office culture was the polar opposite, and I could see the difference it had made in him, both physically and mentally. I wondered when he had gotten that job. Early 2018, I thought, and it made me smile again as I realized Mom would have taken the credit. She’d put the wish in her God Bag and it had come true. That would have made her incredibly happy, to believe she’d had a hand in changing Simon’s life for the better.


  Mom’s breathing grew worse as I sat there. I glanced around in search of the inhaler she was supposed to use twice a day, but it was nowhere in sight. The nurse would find it later, but as I watched my mother I was reminded of the first weeks after we’d brought newborn Rosie home from the hospital. Alan and I had put her cradle in our bedroom, and I remembered lying awake at night, listening to her breathe, terrified that she would stop.


  It’s strange the way life echoes. Strange and terrible.


  When I felt confident Mom wouldn’t die in the next five minutes, I dug back into the bag and pulled out more of the folded prayers. Family trip to Florida was in there. So were three versions of I want Corinne to move home, from back in the days when my sister lived in Arizona. Someone to paint the house was among the more mundane wishes, along with A better car and I pray for my back to feel better.


  Some of them were a bit more vindictive. Mom had a history of suing people for just about anything, particularly if she herself had done something wrong and decided that pretending to be the injured party would get her out of it. There were negligent injury lawsuits and real estate lawsuits. When my grandmother had died, she’d ended up in a legal fight with her siblings over the will. As I dug through the God Bag, I found half a dozen notes wishing for victory over her enemies. Some of them were court cases but there were other, more petty disputes.


  Kill the raccoons. That one made me catch my breath with its cruel brevity. There had been raccoons on her property for ages. Sometimes they became brave and rooted through the trash or found a way into the garage and clawed at moldy old boxes of things Mom should have discarded decades ago. For that, she had prayed for God to kill them.


  “Jesus Christ,” I whispered, staring at that single creased sheet of paper.


  I folded the raccoon-murder-wish again and tucked it into the God Bag. There were so many of them. The dates ranged over the course of many years. Nearly all the prayers had been written on white paper, but I was intrigued to find that some of them were red. No other colors that I could see, only white and red. I began to unfold the red ones.


  A kidney, said the first one. It had been written in black marker, the lettering somehow shakier than the others. Thick and blocky, though. Determined.


  My diamond.


  Annabeth.


  The cottage.


  Cosmo.


  I confess that at first none of them made sense to me, not because I didn’t understand the references but because they broke the pattern. Mom had fought uterine cancer years ago and during surgery the doctors had discovered that one of her kidneys had been badly damaged. I couldn’t remember the details, but I knew they’d had to remove it. Had there been damage to her remaining kidney? Had she feared she might need a kidney transplant, which would explain her wishing for one?


  About a dozen years before, she had lost her wedding ring on the beach in Florida, so that one made sense.


  Annabeth had been her closest friend for nearly forty years before they’d had a falling out and Annabeth had moved to New Mexico to be with her son and his family. Warm and funny, with a wicked sense of humor, I’d always loved Annabeth and had been sad to see their friendship destroyed. Shortly after she had moved to New Mexico, she’d had a bad stroke. Annabeth survived—as far as I know she was still in New Mexico—but the stroke damaged the language center of her brain, making it virtually impossible for her to have an ordinary conversation. She could still write, though not with the eloquence she’d once had, and had sent letters to Mom several times. Whatever had happened between them, it must have been awful, because my mother never even opened those letters. She put them in the garbage.


  The cottage had to refer to the one up in Maine. My father had inherited it from his parents, but Mom had gotten it in the divorce—she said because we kids loved it so much, but we all knew it was just one way for her to hurt him. He had it coming, of course, but from that point on I could never feel completely comfortable there. When she’d reached her early seventies, Mom had started to falter financially. She made bad decisions, took risks, got into a few real estate deals with men she should not have trusted. Without telling us, she mortgaged the cottage until it was underwater, and ended up in a court battle to try to save it. That would have been around 2009.


  Cosmo had been her dog. An adorable little terrier who mostly liked to sit on the sofa next to her with his head on her lap. She loved the little fellow, scratched behind his ears, fed him, even took him out for a stroll up and down the sidewalk in the days when she could still manage that without having to stop every twenty feet to catch her breath. A UPS truck had struck him. The injuries had been enough to kill him, but not quickly. When Mom had been told he might linger for days, she’d had to make the tough decision to put him down.


  I stared at the red prayers, trying to figure out what I found so odd about them. Yes, they were even more succinct than the wishes written on white paper. Instead of Save Cosmo, she had just written his name. Instead of Let me find my diamond and Help Annabeth get well, she’d written only My diamond and simply Annabeth.


  I started opening white prayers again and when I came to one that said A happy and healthy baby girl for Tom and Alan, I swore softly to myself. Obviously her wish hadn’t been the reason we had Rosie—Alan and I had wanted a baby, a family—but I had thought it was entirely a delusion when she had given herself credit. Yet some part of her dementia-stricken mind had remembered writing this prayer down, and she certainly had asked God for a granddaughter. No wonder she put so much faith in the ridiculous bag.


  I stared at that prayer again, touched by the kindness of Mom’s wish but also deeply frustrated by the way it had fed her constant need to be in control. I loved her, but her narcissism and passive-aggression had been poisoning that love since the day I was born. As I folded the paper and began returning the various wishes to the bag, the answer struck me—the reason the red prayers made me uneasy.


  How had she known?


  The red prayers had not been granted. If God really was out there listening to Mom’s prayers, able to read or intuit the wishes she placed into her God Bag, then he had ignored the ones on red paper. Actually, much worse than ignoring them, he had done the opposite of what she’d prayed for. You want your diamond back? No. You want to make peace with your best friend? She’ll move thousands of miles away and nearly die. You want your dog to live? How about I make him die in agony instead?


  Shuffling again through white prayers, I couldn’t have said if most of them had been granted, but there were certainly some that God or fate had granted her—that family trip to Florida, a better car, and a granddaughter. A happy life for me and my husband and our daughter. I wasn’t ready to credit Mom’s God Bag—or the existence of any deity—for our happiness, but the difference between the prayers written on white versus red paper seemed clear.


  I stuffed the others back into the bag, but I held onto a red one. Unfolding it again, I stared at the single word there—Cosmo. Beneath it, Mom had scrawled the date, as she had on all of the rest. The 12th twelfth of July, seven years before.


  I couldn’t breathe for a moment, staring at the date.


  Alan often teased me about how poor I’d always been at judging chronology. A vacation we’d taken ten years earlier would seem only a few years ago. I knew the year we’d married only because I had memorized it. Some dates stuck in my mind but that twelfth of July wasn’t one of them—I might’ve been doing just about anything that day. The next day, though . . .


  The thirteenth of July was Alan’s birthday, and that particular year had been his best ever because that day we’d gotten the phone call that the agency had found us both an egg donor and a surrogate willing to carry our child. That was the day we learned we were going to have a baby, be a family.


  Our joy had been slightly diminished by the phone call I received from my mother that night telling me Cosmo had been hit by a truck, that he’d lingered for hours before she’d had the vet put him down.


  I stared at the red paper in my hand and the date on it. The day before Cosmo had been hit by the car. Why had Mom been so worried about him—worried enough to put a prayer into her God Bag—the day before he’d been hit?


  “She wrote it down wrong,” I whispered to myself. That had to be it. She’d simply gotten the date wrong.


  Her bedclothes rustled. Her legs jerked beneath the spread. “Put that back,” she rasped—more of a growl.


  I snapped my head up and met her eyes. She didn’t look at me, only stared at the red paper in my hand, the bag on my lap. Then she jerked forward, tangled in the sheets, spindle-legs bare as she crawled toward me.


  “That’s not yours!” she cried. “Not yours!”


  The mad look in her eyes made me think she didn’t recognize me, not in that moment. But maybe she did, and the fact I was her son didn’t matter at all. She thrust out a hand but out of reflex I jerked away from her.


  “Give it to me! It’s my God. Mine! Give me the fucking bag!”


  “Jesus, Mom,” I said, tucking the red prayer back into the bag and cinching the drawstring.


  She snatched it from me with more strength than I’d seen in her for months, then held it against her chest, and collapsed at the end of her bed, chest heaving as she tried to catch her ragged breath. When she started to cough, I saw red-flecked spittle on her lips, hideously brown mucus that only hinted at the rot in her lungs.


  “I’m . . . I’m sorry . . .” she managed to wheeze.


  Exhaling, I began to reply, hoping to offer her some comfort, but then I saw her apology hadn’t been meant for me. She’d been speaking to the bag, holding it against her chest as if it were her only love. She’d gasped out her regret, but it had been offered to a faded faux-velvet sack instead of to the son she’d just shrieked at. She’d been talking to God.


  Her God, anyway. She’d made clear she didn’t think he belonged to me.


  I’d had enough for one day. Pointing out the sandwich I’d made for her, I waited for her to settle back under her covers, confirmed that she had the TV remote control, and made my departure. I needed out of there, away from the smell of cigarettes and my unbathed mother. I wanted fresh air to clear my head, but even when I had gotten into the car and driven away, windows open to let the breeze blow in, my mother’s screeching voice lingered, as did some of the things she had said.


  Get your own God.


  Weeks passed. I visited every few days as her mind and body continued to deteriorate. The God Bag had vanished, though I knew it must be under the bed or in her closet. I thought about it often, usually in times when my own mind ought to have been quiet, out for a run or in the shower, but I didn’t search for it. Mom had been deeply upset when she saw me holding it, and I decided there was no point in agitating her further.


  But her words still lingered, as did the savage, desperate gleam in her eyes when she screamed at me to hand it over. And the prayers themselves, the folded scraps of red and white paper, and the dates. I never brought it up to Alan—he had lived with me through a lot of the pain my mother caused us both over the years, and now he watched as I had to process the war between empathy and resentment that was going on in my head. The last thing I wanted was to have him think I was losing my mind. What else would he think, after all, if I told him the dark thoughts I’d been having about the correlation between the white prayers and the red ones?


  But the dates on those paper scraps—the one about Cosmo and the one wishing Alan and I would give Mom a granddaughter—they made the back of my head itch, and late at night when I couldn’t sleep, sometimes they gave me a chill. I wondered about the other paper scraps, about what would happen if I matched the dates on the red prayers with the dates when she lost her diamond, or when Annabeth got sick, or when she’d lost her court battle up in Maine and the family cottage along with it. I wondered if I looked back far enough, if I could find earlier batches of notes from the God Bag, if I would find red paper scraps where she’d written down My marriage or My ex-husband. Had she chosen these things to sacrifice?


  The concept of a God who loves you unconditionally and doesn’t ask for anything in return except your faith and love—that’s a product of the modern world. Old gods—even the early Christian god—demanded offerings and sacrifices, blood rituals, slaughtered lambs. In the Old Testament, God told Abraham to murder his son in the name of the Lord. Abraham was about to do it, too, before God said, Hang on, Abe. I was just fucking with you. Did you really believe I wanted you to cut your child open and let him bleed out just for my entertainment, just to make me feel good about myself? To prove you love me? Yeah, okay, maybe I did want that, but now that we’re here and I see how sharp that knife is, I guess it’s enough that you, his father, were willing to murder him for me. And that Isaac will live the rest of his life knowing that. I guess that’s sacrifice enough . . . for today.


  And the Old Testament God was far from the only cruel, bloodthirsty, needy fucker. Most of those old gods—and demons, let’s not forget them—were happy to bring a little magic to your life, answer your white-paper prayers, if you had the right red-paper sacrifice to offer up in return.


  The more I thought about it, the more absurd the whole thing seemed. There were no gods, not in those ancient, violent days, and not today. My stress and anxiety had combined with a dying old woman’s dementia and obsession to turn simple coincidence into heinous divine intervention.


  On a Sunday afternoon, nearly a month after the incident with the God Bag, I went to spend a few hours with Mom. She found it difficult to concentrate on much of anything by then, but she always liked watching New England Patriots games, so I thought I’d keep her company. I figured she would ask me the same dozen questions she asked every time we spoke and I would give her patient answers, and then she’d ask them again and I’d be a little less patient, but I’d still indulge her. That was the way it had been going lately, and at least that day we would have the football game as a distraction.


  That was the plan, anyway.


  Just after one o’clock, I walked into her room. As usual, the volume on her TV had been turned up much too loud, but when I saw she was sleeping, I left it that way. Even over the blaring voice of the announcer and the roar of the stadium crowd, I could make out the guttural rattle of her breathing, shallower than ever.


  She lay with one skinny leg uncovered save for a thick purple woolen sock that bunched around her tiny ankle. The God Bag lay beside her, but its contents had been spilled onto the floor next to the bed, a small mound of white paper, sprinkled through with the occasional slice of red. I’d had my phone in hand, scanning Twitter for the day’s insanities, but now I set it on the nightstand, knelt by the pile of prayers, and began to sift through them.


  From the corner of my eye, I noticed a little pile of scrap paper to my left, as if it had fallen off her bed and slipped down beside the nightstand. I pushed my fingers into that space and pulled out a little stack, mostly white but a handful of red pieces, too. On her nightstand I spotted a stubby little pair of scissors and a few thin strips of the red paper, as if someone—the home health aide, perhaps—had indulged her by cutting it up for her, then scissoring off the uneven edges.


  A tightness formed in my chest.


  Shuffling through the mound on the floor again, I spotted only her old handwriting, back when she could still write in cursive and remember the dates. There was nothing new in that stack, at least not at first glance.


  I rose to my feet and stared down at her. The God Bag lay in a pile with a cigarette carton, a bag of fun-sized Milky Ways, and a faded pink sweatshirt stained with chocolate and Diet Coke and things she spit up when she couldn’t find a napkin close at hand. I stared at the bag. The drawstring was loose, the bag deflated so that it looked empty, but when I noticed the black Sharpie lying on top of the sweatshirt, I thought she might have written a final prayer.


  On television, the action halted. The referees huddled for a conference to see what penalties they felt like calling. In my mother’s bedroom, I reached for the God Bag and snatched it off the bed. As if sensing its absence, Mom groaned and began to cough in her sleep, breath hitching. Her lips, I noticed, had turned a deep blue.


  I reached into the bag and pulled out a scrap of paper. White paper.


  I unfolded it. Mom had used the Sharpie to write a sentence, and though the letters were poorly formed and some forgotten, I could make out her prayer. Want my mind back.


  The words, stark and jagged against the white paper, cut me open. My left hand rose to cover my mouth. Tears welled in my eyes and I lowered my head, the prayer dangling in my right hand before I let it flutter to join the rest of the old prayers on the floor.


  “I’m so sorry,” I whispered. “You didn’t deserve this.”


  She began to cough again, worse than before. I watched her strain to breathe. Simon and Corinne and I had agreed to co-operate with Mom’s wishes on this. Machines might keep her alive a bit longer, but by then she would have wanted to die. Thinking of my siblings, I realized I should probably call them. Mom might have months to live yet, but in that moment it certainly did not seem likely. She looked paler than ever, and though her cheeks reddened from coughing, her lips darkened and the bags beneath her eyes seemed to be turning blue as well.


  Gasping, Mom opened her eyes. I could see in them the profound shock of a woman who understood, truly, at last, that she was going to die. She had prayed to get her memory back, when what she ought to have prayed for was the ability to breathe freely. But it was too late for any of that. The years of oxygen deprivation had already done too much damage to her brain and lungs and circulatory system. How many ministrokes or mini-heart attacks had she already had?


  “Mom,” I said. “It’s okay.” What else could I say?


  In spite of her panic and the blue tint to her skin, she spotted the God Bag dangling in my right hand and her desperation seemed to grow. Her fingers scrabbled at the bedsheet and she tried to reach out for me, or for the bag.


  “It’s okay. We’re all going to be all right,” I told her. “You shouldn’t have to be afraid to go. It’s okay.”


  I moved toward her, and my shoe pushed over the mound of prayers. I remembered today’s wish, that final scribble. She’d finally admitted to herself what had been happening to her, and she had turned to her old faith. I looked down at the pile now spread across the floor and saw the red prayers again, and the pattern returned to me. The method to her madness. The white prayers, and the red ones. Her coughing continued, but grew thinner. She managed to speak my name, and I decided the hell with it. I could not stand there and watch her die, no matter what Simon, Corinne, and I had agreed. That conversation had taken place in a time when none of us imagined we would be standing by her bedside when it happened. I couldn’t just stand there and keep telling her it was okay.


  “I’m sorry, Mom. I’m going to call an ambulance. You shouldn’t . . . I can’t just . . .”


  Words failed me. I felt the tears on my face. I reached for my phone.


  As I did, she made another weak grab for the God Bag. I wanted to scream at her, to tell her to forget it. No gods were listening to her. She was dying, and no amount of bizarre faith would save her. Her lunacy could not give her the oxygen she needed or fix her brain. She stared hungrily at the bag. A dreadful idea occurred to me, a sickness in my gut. I opened the bag and reached down inside. Yes, there was another prayer in there, a folded slip of paper. Even before I drew it out, I knew what color that paper would be.


  Red, of course.


  I dropped the bag to the floor. When I unfolded the prayer, my heart filled with hatred. In her childlike scrawl, in thick black Sharpie, my mother had written my daughter’s name—the name of the granddaughter she had always wanted, the child whose birth had given her such joy. In exchange for getting her memory back, she had offered up Rosie.


  On the nightstand, my phone began to buzz. It was Alan calling me.


  On her bed, my mother’s eyes cleared. I saw her blink in surprise as her fear abated. She tried to get control of her breathing.


  “Mom?” I said.


  When she focused on me, I saw the recognition there. The calculation and intelligence.


  “Tom,” she said. “Help me up. Get the nebulizer and . . . look around . . . for my inhaler . . .”


  It seemed impossible, but I couldn’t deny what I saw in her eyes, the clarity and knowledge there. My phone had stopped buzzing, but only seconds later it began again, vibrating on the nightstand next to my mother’s overflowing ashtray. Alan was calling me again.


  I picked up my phone. Tapped to accept the call. “Hey, honey, I’m with my mom. Can I—”


  Alan cut me off, but I couldn’t understand a word he said. He wailed into my ear, catching his breath, trying to tell me. The only word I was sure I’d heard was “Rosie.”


  I looked down at the red prayer in my hand.


  My mother saw my face, looked at the paper, and the new clarity of her mind filled in the rest. I saw her understand what she had done, saw the moment of realization, of horror.


  She tried to scream. Gasping, wheezing, face and lips darkening further, she reached for me and slid out of her bed, sprawling in the pile of red and white prayers.


  I ended the call with Alan. It wasn’t fair to him. He should have been able to share his pain with me. But I couldn’t give him that just yet.


  Numb, I slipped the phone into my pocket, turned, and walked out into the hallway. Once I’d left the bedroom, I couldn’t hear my mother’s struggles anymore. Not over the volume of the television set.


  Downstairs, I sat in the chair where she’d spent decades smoking herself to death.


  My mother had wanted to die at home, and I decided to grant that wish.


  All of her other prayers had already been answered.


  THE NAG BRIDE


  A. C. WISE


  “Now its your turn to tell one.” Sophie swipes a piece of candy from Andrew’s pile.


  He has more peanut butter cups, and they’re her favorite. When he doesn’t stop her, she takes a second one, giving him a mini Snickers in return.


  Andrew thinks for a minute, and then glances around as if afraid of being overheard. They’re alone at the edge of the small plot of corn, planted equidistant between his grandparents’ house and their barn, where their annual Halloween party spills music and laughter into the night.


  “Have you ever heard of the Nag Bride?” Andrew licks his lips.


  Something in the way he asks it draws a shiver up Sophie’s spine. Just the name is evocative, and she wonders—has she heard the story before? No, she would remember something like that. She shakes her head.


  “It happened right here,” Andrew says, “a long time ago.”


  He holds the flashlight under his chin. Shadows cut angles into his cheekbones and make the freckles spread across his nose look darker. His hair sticks up every which way like a scarecrow. Sophie grabs the flashlight from him, shining it into his eyes like a police interrogation.


  “Just tell the story.”


  Andrew squints and they tussle for a moment until he has the flashlight again. Sophie pulls her knees up, wrapping herself more tightly in her blanket. The corn rustles in a faint breeze; from this angle, sitting on the ground and looking up, the tops of the stalks scrape at the stars.


  There’s an unzipped sleeping bag spread beneath them, and a thermos of hot chocolate to share. Everything feels perfect and for the moment, Sophie can pretend that she’s never been anywhere else. Andrew and his grandparents are her real family; she never has to cross back through the trees that divide their properties to the house that’s supposed to be her home.


  “Everything around here was farmland back then.” Andrew gestures, taking in the house and the barn.


  Despite herself, Sophie turns all the way around, and her gaze snags on the trees lining the border of the property. Even through their screening branches, the shape of her house is visible. It’s completely dark, her father likely slumped in front of a silent TV, her mother at a local bar.


  She turns her attention deliberately back to Andrew—her best friend, her brother, even though they don’t technically share blood. Who cares what her parents are doing? After ghost stories, they can watch movies in Andrew’s grandparents’ living room, and if they get tired, Sophie can snug down in one of his grandparents’ many guest rooms. His grandmother has told Sophie she’s always welcome here, she’s always safe in their home.


  “Okay,” Andrew says again. “So a farmer is working in his field and he sees a horse outside the fence. It’s a beautiful horse, and he thinks surely it must belong to someone, so he chases it. The horse goes into the woods, and he loses sight of it. The farmer is about to give up when he sees a beautiful woman sitting on the ground. Her hair is black and she has very dark eyes. Her feet are bare, and she’s rubbing at them like they hurt. He forgets all about the horse and takes the woman back to his home.


  “The woman doesn’t tell the farmer her name. She barely says anything at all, but the farmer doesn’t care. By the time they’re back at his house, he’s already in love with her.”


  A flicker of shadow between the cornstalks catches Sophie’s attention, the light breaking weirdly. Her pulse jumps, and for a moment she’s certain there’s a tall woman watching them. When she looks again, the woman is gone. Maybe someone wandering away from the party.


  “That night, the farmer hears someone moving around in his barn.”


  “It’s not the same barn,” Sophie says automatically.


  “I didn’t say it was.” Andrew’s tone is defensive and Sophie is weirdly relieved that he seems nervous too. There’s a delicious thrill to the thought that he’s scaring himself with his own story. It makes it feel more real. Like the Nag Bride has always been here, and he’s just telling something that’s true.


  “There was another barn here before anyway, and stop interrupting.”


  Sophie takes another piece of candy, even though her teeth are starting to ache and she’s full. Next month, she’ll turn twelve, and so will Andrew. This might be the last Halloween before they’re too old for piles of candy and ghost stories.


  “The farmer takes his shotgun and goes to look in the barn. It’s dark, but he sees someone moving around so he fires his gun to scare them off. He doesn’t mean to hit the person, but as soon as he fires, he hears a woman scream. He runs to get a lantern and when it’s lit, he sees the black-haired woman on the ground. She’s bleeding and her legs are bent the wrong way. Instead of feet, she has hooves.”


  The back of Sophie’s neck prickles, and despite herself, she turns to look at the corn again. A woman stands between the stalks, and as much as she wants to tell herself it’s just a guest, deep down, Sophie knows the woman didn’t wander away from the party. She’s always been right where she is, and Andrew and Sophie are the ones intruding.


  She opens her mouth to tell Andrew, but the woman puts a finger to her lips. Sophie’s heart flies into her throat. Blood drips from the woman’s hand, but even so, she smiles.


  “The man ties the woman up and leaves her in the barn. The next morning, he comes back with a set of horseshoes and tells the woman he’s going to marry her.”


  Sophie is still listening to Andrew’s story, but she can’t look away from the corn. She can’t look away from the woman, who shifts without moving, who suddenly seems closer and, at the same time, farther away.


  “Then the farmer holds the woman down and nails the horseshoes right through her hands and feet.”


  Dark, coarse hair blows across the woman’s face. Only it doesn’t look like hair at all. It looks like a horse’s mane. There’s something wrong with her face—it’s too long, her eyes too far apart. The woman points through the trees, toward Sophie’s house.


  Her father is in the house, all alone. The woman’s dark eyes are a question, and Sophie should shake her head—no, no, no. But she doesn’t move.


  “Soph? Are you even listening?” Andrew pokes her arm.


  She jumps.


  “I saw—” Panic scrabbles at her.


  The space between the cornstalks is empty, but something moves too fast between the trees.


  “What?” Andrew’s eyes widen.


  Sophie clenches her jaw so hard it aches. The Nag Bride isn’t real.


  But a tiny part of Sophie, shoved deep down inside, wishes she were. A ghost to haunt them is exactly what her mother and father deserve.


  “Never mind. I thought I saw something, but I was wrong.”


  The lie tastes sugar-sharp, sour underneath, like the Sour Patch candies in the dwindling piles between them. Her stomach swoops, hollow and full, and for a moment, Sophie thinks she might be sick.


  It’s not too late. She can still run and find Andrew’s grandparents and tell them what she saw.


  And that same, small buried-deep part of her makes itself known again. Her parents don’t deserve her help. More nights than not, an endless stream of people rotate in and out of Sophie’s house, her parents’ supposed friends, coming and going with bright eyes and mouths open in laughter. No one is ever turned away, no matter what time of day or night they show up, because her parents always have time for everyone, except her. They don’t even know or care where she is right now, wouldn’t know or care if something happened to her. Sophie clenches her jaw even harder, her molars grinding together.


  “Are you sure?” Doubt edges Andrew’s voice.


  “Really.” Sophie rises, and deliberately turns her back on the trees, determined not to see. “It’s getting cold. Let’s go inside.”


  A man in his late forties or early fifties and a woman anywhere from her early twenties to her mid-forties stand side by side on their wedding day. A barn stands behind them, a horseshoe nailed to its wall, visible just behind the groom’s shoulder. The man wears a dark suit, the woman a simple white shift dress. Her feet are bare. She holds a bouquet of marigolds. The woman’s hair is long and black. She wears a white veil. At the moment the photograph was taken, a gust of wind conspired to pick up both hair and veil and blow them across the woman’s face, hiding the lower half, obscuring her jaw.


  Beneath the photo, the text reads: Mr. and Mrs. Everett Moseley, married September 5, 1969, in a private ceremony at Mr. Moseley’s home on Greenwood Avenue, the historic property originally occupied by Simpson Horse Farm.


  —Napierville Gazette, “About Town,” September 7, 1969


  “Are we really going to do this?” Sophie asks. “We don’t know anything about flipping houses.”


  What she means is: How can we do this? How can we take the place we grew up in, strip it of everything we love, and sell it to strangers?


  But she doesn’t say any of that aloud. This is as hard on Andrew as it is on her; he’s hurting too.


  The house looks the same—white-painted boards and a covered porch stretched across the front, a peaked roof and gabled windows. It’s been just over a year since Sophie last visited, but without Andrew’s grandmother and grandfather here to welcome them home, it feels wrong.


  “We’ll figure it out.” Andrew slings an arm around Sophie’s shoulder. “Between us, we’ve probably watched a thousand hours of HGTV shows. How hard can it be?”


  “Sure.” She tries to match her tone to his, smiling for his sake. “A new coat of paint, plant these beds with some new flowers, and it’ll sell in no time.”


  Marigolds—she pictures them—the beds awash with petals as bright as flame. And I hate this, she thinks. I don’t want the house sold. I don’t want things to change.


  When Andrew’s grandparents bought their condo in Florida, the intention was always to split their time between here and there. But Andrew’s grandmother had gotten sick, and they’d decided the warmer climate and one-floor living with no yard to keep up would be easier on both of them. The cancer had moved so, so fast, though, and then Andrew’s grandfather had passed scarcely a month after her. They’d been high school sweethearts, married at seventeen; he simply couldn’t live without her.


  Now the house belongs to Andrew and Sophie knows he doesn’t want it. He’d rather have his grandparents back, and Sophie agrees.


  Rationally, she knows Andrew can’t keep the house. They’re only living here for a while—just long enough to fix the place up and sell it. A last good-bye.


  Sophie’s landlord upped her rent and her firm’s biggest graphic design client dropped their account. Andrew was laid off a month ago from the financial software company he’d been working for, a victim of across-the-board downsizing. So it makes sense—they’ll live in the house rent free while they clean it out and fix it up. Sophie will still work for the smaller clients in her portfolio from home, while Andrew continues job searching.


  And then they’ll move on. Sophie will find a new apartment, and Andrew will reclaim the apartment he’s currently subletting to a grad student doing a three-month internship. At least that’s what Sophie assumes. She knows Andrew isn’t limiting his job search; he could end up moving across the country, but she’d rather not think about that. They’ve never lived more than a few miles apart. Even when they went to separate colleges, they were still only a short drive away from each other.


  Ever since Andrew’s parents died and he came to live with his grandparents at three years old, they’ve been best friends, inseparable, together so often that by the time they got to high school people assumed they must be dating. But it had never been like that between them. They’d always been siblings by choice, and now, with Andrew’s grandparents gone, he is truly the only family Sophie has left in the world.


  By old habit, she glances at the trees along the property line. Her parents’ house was razed about the same time Andrew’s grandparents moved away. There’s a new house there now, but Sophie feels the old one, like a tooth pulled, a rotten hole left behind.


  “Come on.” Sophie pulls her gaze away deliberately. “I’m hungry. Let’s go make dinner.”


  All her ghosts were buried under the rubble, scraped down to the bone. Not even the foundation of the old house remains. Looking at the new house sitting there—a lovely two-story, four-bedroom home painted light blue—you’d never know an ugly brown fieldstone bungalow with a leaking roof used to sit there.


  But Sophie knows.


  They’re barely out of summer, September only just begun, but even so a breeze carrying the first glimpse of October blows across them as Andrew climbs the porch and unlocks the door. Behind him, Sophie can’t help but pause. Can’t help but look back one last time toward the trees, where, for just an instant, a dark shape moves between the trunks, crossing from one property to the next with no one to stop her.


  No one knows how the Nag Bride is born. But they know how she dies. Always with iron. Nails through her hands and feet, shod to weigh her down. To slow her when she would run. To break her and tame her and take her power away.


  Her skin is made for bruising. Her form invites violence. Too strange. Inhuman.


  She is wed. She is killed. She is born again.


  The Nag Bride digs her way up out of the ground. Earth beneath her nails and between her teeth, grave flowers in her hands.


  She is:


  An ancient spirit, bent on protecting her land.


  A haunting, doomed to repeat a violent end.


  A temptress, drawing out the essential, evil nature of men.


  Alone, afraid, in pain.


  A curse.


  A blessing.


  Sophie wakes, certain she is eleven years old again. Moonlight falls through the window, so bright it looks like there’s a second, elongated window on the floor. Peeling the covers back, she moves to the window, expecting to see again what she saw on Halloween night all those years ago. What she thought she saw.


  The sky pearl gray, just before dawn, frost tipping the grass, and a figure running across the yard. At first, she’d been certain it was the woman from the corn, the ghost from Andrew’s story. The Nag Bride. But the figure had stopped, turned, and looked up, as if feeling Sophie there. Her father.


  She’d dropped straight down, ducking out of sight, and when she’d peeked again, he was gone. The lawn was empty and she could pretend she’d only imagined seeing him. She could pretend that the shadows around the barn door hadn’t shifted, that the door didn’t stand open when she knew Andrew’s grandfather would have shut it tight after the last partygoer left.


  Sophie presses her hand to the glass now. Her father has been dead for almost five years. She will not see him running across the lawn, but nonetheless, her breath snags as she scans the dark. The barn door is open.


  Her breath clouds the glass.


  That night, almost sixteen years ago, she’d crept downstairs, just meaning to step onto the porch and check. She’d tried to go back to sleep first, and failed. What if her father really was out there? What if he stole something?


  But when she’d reached the bottom of the stairs, Andrew’s grandmother sat at the kitchen table, and Sophie froze, as if she’d been the one caught stealing. But she waved Sophie over, pouring her a mug of coffee—more than half milk—to match her own. Sophie’s tongue had curled around her confession. Maybe she hadn’t seen her father. Maybe there was no reason for concern.


  And if she had, what if Andrew’s grandmother blamed Sophie? What if she finally realized that Sophie came from bad seed, planted in bad soil, and figured the apple couldn’t fall far from the tree?


  She’d lied, and told Andrew’s grandmother she’d had a bad dream.


  “See those?” Andrew’s grandmother had patted Sophie’s hand, pointing to the space above the kitchen door, then through the hallway to the front door. Horseshoes had been nailed above each.


  Sophie must have seen them a thousand times, but she’d never really noticed them and a faint static-electricity feeling, like a storm coming on, ran from the nape of her neck to the base of her spine.


  “They’re protection,” Andrew’s grandmother had told her. “Most people think they’re for luck, but they’re old, old magic. As long as they’re there, nothing bad can get in, and you’ll always be safe in this house.”


  Sophie remembers Andrew’s grandmother smiling. She remembers her glancing, consciously or not, in the direction of Sophie’s home.


  She feels the pang of Andrew’s grandparents’ loss anew, leaning her forehead against the glass. They’d never spoken of it directly, but Sophie had had her own toothbrush here, spare clothes. Sometimes she’d gone weeks at a time without crossing back through the trees planted along the property line, and never once had Andrew’s grandparents complained, or suggested she’d overstayed her welcome. She could stay as long as she wanted; she’d always had a place here.


  Sophie glances at the barn again, trying to make the shadows resolve in a way to prove that memory playing tricks with her is the only reason it looked like the door stood open. Should she go outside and check? Before she can decide, a terrible cry splits the night. It’s the worst sound she’s ever heard.


  Animal, human, visceral, bypassing her brain and jack-rabbiting her pulse. She’s down the stairs and to the front door before she’s aware of what she’s doing, running barefoot out the door.


  She stops on the porch, the boards chilling her feet, grit meeting her soles. The cornfield is dark, half fallen to ruin. The wind shakes the leaves, and the light plays tricks, making shadows reach toward her.


  The sound comes again, distant now, and less human. Only a fox, or a night bird. A normal sound. Nothing to fear. Her heart slows to a canter, to a trot. She waits a moment longer, and then stiff-legged, Sophie retreats, easing closed the front door.


  “What’s wrong?” Andrew peers down from the top of the stairs, bleary-eyed with sleep.


  “Didn’t you hear—” It was a fox or a cat. It was nothing. There are no ghosts here.


  “Never mind. I didn’t mean to wake you.” She’s eleven years old again, telling Andrew’s grandmother she only had a bad dream. “Go back to sleep.” Sophie makes herself climb the steps, shooing Andrew toward his room—his grandparents’ old room.


  He looks doubtful, and Sophie forces a smile, though something brittle in her chest cracks, a jagged fragment pressing against her heart. She isn’t being a coward. There’s nothing of value in the barn, no reason to check until morning. She only imagined the door being open.


  As she climbs back into bed, she tells herself it’s too late to unwind the aftermath of that Halloween night. Too late to undo what is done. She couldn’t have stopped it, and it’s not her fault. And she tries very hard to make herself believe it.


  Mrs. Everett Moseley disappeared without a trace in 1971, but even before she vanished, it seems there was something strange about her. In the wedding announcement printed in the Napierville Gazette, she is referred to only as Mrs. Moseley, never by her own name. No one I talked to about the story knew what it was either.


  After they were married, hardly anyone even saw Mrs. Moseley, even though Everett Moseley was a familiar face around town. He was a member of the Napierville Volunteer Fire Company, he regularly ate and drank at the local pub, and he belonged to the Moose Lodge.


  According to the stories, one day Everett Moseley walked into the hardware store to buy a shovel and cheerfully told the clerk that he was going to kill his wife and use the shovel to bury her. The clerk assumed it was a joke, but informed the police anyway. Walt Standish, who was the sheriff at the time, went to look personally.


  He found no evidence of murder, but he didn’t find any sign of Mrs. Moseley either. When questioned, Everett Moseley claimed she’d run away. The sheriff did find a large amount of earth dug out of Everett Moseley’s lawn, however, about the size and shape of a grave. Moseley claimed it was for a new septic system, though the border had been planted with marigolds.


  No official charges were made, Everett Moseley declined to file a missing person report, and Mrs. Everett Moseley was never seen again.


  Various ghost stories grew up following the case. Supposedly, the grave, or the hole, or whatever it was remained on Everett Moseley’s property until he moved away. Some stories say he tried to fill it in, but it wouldn’t stay filled. Others say it filled in just fine, but it would mysteriously reappear on the anniversary of the day Mrs. Moseley vanished.


  I had several accounts from locals who used to drive out to the Moseley place when they were kids. The story went that if you parked in the driveway facing away from the house, and turned off all the lights in the car, you would see Mrs. Everett Moseley standing at the side of her grave in your rearview mirror. Some people claimed to have been chased by the ghost, and one person swore up and down that Mrs. Moseley had gotten close enough to touch his car. When he and his friends got home, there was a dent in the trunk, just about the size and shape of a woman’s hand.


  —Spooks, Specters, Superstitions, and True-Crime Tales of the Saratoga Region


  The smell of coffee greets Sophie as she enters the kitchen. Gauzy yellow curtains, made by Andrew’s grandmother, frame the window above the kitchen sink, pulled wide to let in a flood of sunlight. The house is quiet. Andrew must have gotten up early and gone for a run.


  She pours herself a cup from the pot, and a flare of color catches her eye. There’s a bowl of marigolds sitting on the kitchen table.


  It’s so unexpected, so out of place, all she can do is stare. Until the front door opens, startling her, and Sophie jumps, hot coffee splashing her knuckles.


  “Hey.” Andrew’s arms are laden with groceries. “That’s barely drinkable.” He gestures with his chin at Sophie’s mug. “I got desperate this morning and made a pot from an old container in the back of the pantry. I have the good stuff here.”


  He produces a package smelling of freshly ground beans.


  “Did you buy flowers?”


  “What?” Andrew plucks Sophie’s mug from her hand and dumps the contents into the sink as he starts a fresh pot.


  “Marigolds.” A chill seeps along her spine, a sense that someone—not Andrew—was in the room just before she entered.


  Andrew turns, frowning. “You didn’t pick those?”


  “They were here when I came down this morning.”


  “Nobody else has been in here, Soph. I locked the door when I left and unlocked it just now. They weren’t here last night?”


  She shakes her head. She’s certain she would have remembered seeing them, especially since she’d just been thinking about planting marigolds.


  “Kitchen door?” Even as Sophie glances at it, it’s clear the bolt is in place. She would have heard someone breaking in.


  “The caretaker your grandparents hired doesn’t still have a key?”


  “I don’t think so.” Andrew frowns.


  Sophie rounds the counter to the table, fighting the instinct at the back of her mind that screams danger and makes herself touch one of the petals. It’s velvety beneath the pad of her finger.


  “They’re fresh.”


  “That is fucking weird. But nothing is missing, right?”


  “I don’t think so?” Everything seems to be in place, but there’s a nagging sensation of something she’s overlooked, something more than the flowers screaming their wrongness with their bright oranges and yellows.


  “Okay, well, I was going to set up home security cameras anyway, but I’ll make it a priority. It’ll be a selling point when we put the place on the market.”


  Sophie looks back to the kitchen door, and the answer clicks into place. There are holes in the paint and the plaster where nails should be.


  “The horseshoes. Your grandmother used to keep them above all the doors. You don’t remember?”


  “Maybe they took them down when they moved? Took them with them to Florida?”


  The condo in Florida is not the house that needed protecting, Sophie thinks, but she doesn’t say it aloud.


  “I’m sure there’s a rational explanation. So, coffee first, and then we can get started cleaning.” Andrew pours for both of them, and Sophie wants to shake him.


  Why isn’t he freaked out?


  But why would he be? She’s the one who heard something scream last night, who imagined the barn door was open. The memory, the uncertainty, chills her all over again.


  “I can start on the barn.”


  “Sure, we could—” Andrew starts, but Sophie hurries on, her words running over his.


  “You should start with the attic. There’s a lot of stuff from your grandparents up there. You should be the one to go through it. If I find anything besides junk, I’ll set it aside for you.”


  “Your funeral.” Andrew shrugs.


  Sophie listens for doubt in his voice. She’s acting suspicious, so why doesn’t he suspect her? And why doesn’t she just come right out and say that she saw someone or something creeping around the barn? Because she didn’t see anything; she just heard a weird sound, and once she double-checks, she can tell him with her mind at ease.


  Once upon a time, all a body had to do to own a parcel of land hereabouts was to stake a claim to it, and refuse to move if anyone tried to take it from them. A man who wanted to build a farm set out to do just that.


  Every day he worked from sunup to sundown, but it wasn’t long before he began to feel like someone was watching him. He would wake to strange sounds—footsteps and someone rapping on the door of the little cabin he’d built himself. This went on for several nights, with the man finding nothing, until one day when he felt someone watching him and he turned around to see a woman standing between two trees. Her feet were bare, and they were very long. Her hair was very long as well, and just looking at her, he knew she wasn’t human.


  He crossed himself and told her to leave. The woman answered him in a grating voice, like it pained her and she was unused to human speech.


  “As a child, my grandmother buried me here. She put earth in my mouth, and left me for three days, and when I woke, the land knew me, and I knew it. But you do not belong here.”


  The man was afraid, so he threw the iron nails at her that he’d been using to fix his cabin.


  She took the nails and drove them through her own feet and into the earth, saying, “I stake my claim, and I will not be moved.”


  Terrified, the man fled to one of his neighbors and told him what had happened. Together they gathered more men and when they returned, they found the woman exactly where the farmer had left her. Try as they might, they could not pry the nails from her feet. They threw stones, bruising her flesh and drawing her blood, but she did not move.


  They said prayers, and tried all they knew, and at last, exhausted, they laid down to sleep. As soon as they did, the woman began to shriek, ungodly sounds that kept the men from their slumber.


  For three days and three nights they endured her wails, and then they woke to terrible silence and found that she had died. Her corpse, however, remained nailed exactly where she had stood and still they could not move her.


  Then one of the man’s neighbors suggested a terrible thing.


  “Marry her, and as her widower, the land will belong to you.”


  The farmer was sickened by the idea, but at last, he allowed himself to be convinced. The men brought a priest, and the groom went to stand by his bride. As the priest began to speak, a wind rose and moaned through the bride’s open mouth. The farmer felt such a deep terror that the moment the ceremony was done, he took up a blade and struck off his bride’s head. When he did, her body finally fell from where it stood.


  He buried her, but did not mark her grave.


  In time, the man replaced his little cabin with a farmhouse. With more time, he met a woman he asked to be his wife. Nine months after that, their son was born. And a year after that, a daughter. Eventually, the farmer forgot how he had won the land. And it was then, when the farmer had forgotten, when his first two children had begun to walk, and his wife’s belly had begun to swell again, that the farmer’s first bride returned.


  Sophie pulls her hair into a rough ponytail, listening to the ceiling creak as Andrew moves around the attic. Her stomach butterflies—a strange combination of guilt and unease. She should tell Andrew about the barn, but deep down, she’s afraid. The scream, the open door, they feel like part of a story that’s been going on for a long time. Her story.


  When she could have spoken, she chose silence. She chose to blinker herself to what she did not want to see. The woman in the corn. Her father, freezing partway across the lawn and looking up at her standing at the window.


  Until it was too late.


  When she finally had crossed back through the trees after that Halloween night, Sophie had found her mother on their battered couch, chain-smoking. She’d told Sophie matter-of-factly that her father had run off. There’d been a bruised quality to her mother’s eyes, more wrinkles gathered at their corners than her age warranted. Sophie remembers watching her mother’s bony shoulders as she reached for a fresh cigarette. Above the scooped neck of her tank top, Sophie had been able to count the first few bones of her mother’s spine.


  Life had worn her thin, but with her father gone, Sophie had briefly hoped things might get better. But it had only been a different flavor of neglect, another kind of uncaring. More often than not, the house sat empty, her mother gone for long hours at a time with no explanation, and Sophie would creep through the trees and find herself on Andrew’s grandparents’ porch or in their kitchen, holding onto her hurt and never speaking aloud all the things that were wrong.


  On her way to the barn, Sophie gathers garbage bags and heavy work gloves. She’s relieved to find the padlock in place, the chain still wound around the doors, but the relief doesn’t last long. The hooked bar isn’t pushed in; only rust holds it shut. A gentle tug and the lock opens. Sophie unwinds the chain and lets it slither to the ground.


  There’s a spot beside the barn door where the wood is darker, unfaded by the sun—the distinct shape of a horseshoe. Sophie rests her hand against it, fingers splayed, touching the nail holes left behind.


  Then the farmer holds the woman down and nails the horseshoes right through her hands . . .


  Sophie jerks back, shaking her hand out, pushing open the barn door all at once like ripping off a bandage.


  Slats of light coming through imperfect gaps in the wood slice through the gloom. It smells like soil. Like time and waiting. Piles loom in every corner—garden implements, boxes, old farm equipment. Andrew’s grandfather was forever buying things at flea markets and antique fairs, claiming he would fix them up one day, but he never did. There are old horse stalls in the barn, holdovers from a previous owner. Old bicycles and bits of wood and broken furniture fill them now.


  Sophie turns in a slow circle, breathing in the dust. She doesn’t know what she’s looking for—would she even be able to tell if anything was missing? Or is she looking for something that doesn’t belong?


  Sophie steps deeper into the barn and her gaze lands on a spot where the packed dirt floor has been disturbed. Her pulse trips. There are garden tools jumbled in a box nearby. She takes a trowel, digging, clearing the rest with her hands. The work gloves remain tucked, forgotten, into her back pocket. Black earth rinds her nails.


  Sophie rocks back on her heels, looking at a flat wooden box uncovered by her efforts. There’s no lock. And why would there be? She flips it open.


  In the same way she expected to see her father running across the lawn last night, the almost overwhelming sensation that she will find her father’s cigarette lighter, silver and etched with a stylized horse, overwhelms her. She’d stolen the lighter from her father shortly before he disappeared—a small, stupid act of rebellion. It was the nicest thing he owned, too nice, and he didn’t deserve it. More than that, it was tainted somehow, and she wanted to take it away from him. As though stealing it could fix everything that was wrong.


  The first time she’d seen him with it, she’d just climbed off the school bus and her father had been standing on their front lawn, fidgeting with something that glinted silver in the sunlight. Sophie had tried to edge past him without saying anything at all, but he’d startled, a violent, involuntary motion, and he’d dropped the thing he’d been holding.


  It landed at Sophie’s feet and she’d picked it up automatically. She’d barely gotten a look when her father had seized her wrist, hard, wrenching it as he snatched the object back from her.


  “Don’t touch that. It’s a gift from a friend.”


  His eyes had been wild—red at the edges, whether from drinking, or because he was on the verge of crying, she couldn’t tell. Sophie had stepped back, rubbing at her wrist. Her father hadn’t even apologized. He’d gone right back to staring at the trees, like he’d already forgotten she was there. Waiting on something or someone.


  She hadn’t even been looking for it the day she’d found it in her father’s bedside dresser. She hadn’t even thought about it as she slipped it into her pocket. She’d gone back to her room and hidden it deep in her sock drawer. The next day, the lighter was gone. She’d expected her father to confront her, to yell, to call her a fucking little thief and a sneak and trash, but he didn’t. She’d watched him searching for it, frantically, strung-out-looking and afraid as he’d looked standing on the lawn and turning it over in his hands as he watched the trees. Sophie hadn’t said a word, and she’d never seen the lighter again.


  There’s no rational reason why she should expect to see it now, but the feeling is so strong that for a moment Sophie can’t make sense of the box’s actual contents. The dull glint of metal forms a puzzle she can’t sort out until she blinks her vision clear and sees—four horseshoes, all of them broken, three inexpertly repaired.


  Weld marks cross the iron like ragged scars, and beneath the horseshoes there’s a folded piece of paper. Dirt sifts loose, trapped in its creases, as Sophie draws it out and unfolds it.


  Detailed drawings of hands and feet cover the page. Her father trained as an artist—he’d met her mother at art school, where she was studying to be a sculptor. He’d even worked in medical illustration for a while, but together, Sophie’s parents fed into each other’s self-destructive habits, their talent squandered, uninterested in pursuing their art anymore and doing just enough work to pay for the next round of drinks, the next fix of their current chosen drug.


  But even unused, Sophie’s father had retained his skill and Sophie has no doubt these drawings are his. Long-fingered hands and long-toed feet, a woman’s face, the skin flayed on one side to show the delicate bones of a horse’s skull. A woman’s hand splayed, the tips of each finger anchored with nails to a horseshoe.


  At the very bottom of the page there are words: This is how the Nag Bride is wed.


  The horseshoes had been in place the night she’d thought she’d seen him running across the lawn. Andrew’s grandmother had pointed them out to her. But maybe when she’d seen him he had been intending to steal them, while the Halloween party was going on, but misjudged the time—gotten distracted, gotten drunk—and arrived too late. Or had he come for something else? Come looking for the Nag Bride, and seeing Sophie at the window had scared him away?


  Maybe he’d returned later, stolen the shoes, and buried them here. Or maybe someone else had. There’s so much Sophie doesn’t know.


  What Sophie does know is that Halloween night was the last time she had ever seen her father. At least alive. And she’s spent years telling herself she didn’t really see him, that she didn’t know anything strange was going on. That it isn’t her fault.


  During Sophie’s final year of college, her father had finally come home. He’d killed her mother, and then he’d killed himself. He’d used a nail gun.


  Andrew’s grandmother had been the one to call Sophie and tell her, and Sophie and Andrew had driven all through the night, back to his grandparents’ house, back home. Her father had been gone for eleven years. She’d almost convinced herself she would never see or hear from him again. Then she’d had to identify his body and her mother’s in the morgue.


  The nails had been removed, but the puncture wounds remained. Sophie couldn’t help imagining how it had been. Her mother never bothered to change the locks; her father would have been able to walk right in. He would have been able to sit down in the dark and pour himself a drink and wait for her. Bang, bang, bang.


  Sophie pictured her mother lying on the floor in a pool of her own blood, struggling to breathe. She’d imagined her mother reaching toward her father, maybe to beg for mercy, or maybe in a last futile attempt to hurt him.


  He’d put just enough nails into her to make sure her death would be slow. Sophie imagined her father pouring himself a second drink—with her mother’s hand still reaching for him, always caught in that moment, but never touching him—finishing that one, then putting the nail gun to his own head. Bang.


  It’s all part of the same story. Her story. And the moments she hasn’t been living it, those are the unreal moments. In the morgue, Sophie had realized that even after her father left, part of her had always been waiting for him to return. She’d felt him hanging over their lives, a ghost haunting them, because the circle hadn’t been closed. There’d been too much left undone.


  Sophie buries her face in her hands, not caring about the dirt. Then she pulls her hands away, smearing her skin, and wraps the horseshoes and the paper into one of the black plastic garbage bags, and tucks the whole bundle under her shirt. She runs across the lawn, and creeps back inside, listening for Andrew, holding her breath, and hoping the boards don’t creak.


  The horseshoes press against her skin. Sweat gathers against the crinkling plastic, slick and uncomfortable. Sophie’s heart beats in the roof of her mouth as she buries the horseshoes and the paper at the bottom of her suitcase, and shoves the suitcase all the way under the bed.


  Will they still be there in the morning? Or like her father’s silver lighter, will they disappear?


  A gift from a friend.


  A courting gift.


  The Nag Bride needs a groom.


  Did the Nag Bride take the lighter back from Sophie’s room?


  Will she take the horseshoes as well?


  She’s already been here.


  She left marigolds behind.


  A courting gift.


  She needs a groom.


  The cycle, the story, never ended. It’s begun again.


  Image 1: A postcard showing two horses behind a split-rail fence. A gentleman in a suit stands on the other side of the fence, one arm leaning on the top rail. A legend across the bottom of the cardstock reads “Simpson Horse Farm.”


  Image 2: A man in a dark suit stands next to a woman in a wedding dress with an empire waist. Behind them, the wooden wall of a barn, nailed with a horseshoe, is visible. The man’s hair is neatly parted and he sports a moustache. The woman’s hair is dark and long. The woman appears to have moved partway through the image’s exposure; her face is a long, oval blur. In faded ink along the bottom of the photograph is written “Mr. and Mrs. Edward Simpson, September 1932.”


  Image 3 & 4: A survey map dated 1929 showing the plot of land occupied by Simpson Horse Farm. Thirty acres, surrounded on three sides by trees, and bordered on the fourth by the township road. A survey map dated 1989 showing the same land. A 6-acre plot where the original farmhouse and barn stood, surrounded by a suburban neighborhood made up of several single-family homes.


  Image 5: The farmhouse at Simpson Horse Farm, surrounded by trees. A flaw in processing the image resulted in a smudge appearing between two of the trees. It vaguely resembles the figure of a woman, and has been used as evidence by those who claim the property is haunted.


  —Napierville Historical Society Archives,


  Gift of Everett Moseley 1968.10.29.1-5


  “Find anything good?” Sophie asks.


  She’s sore from moving piles, and despite scrubbing her hands and face, she still feels dusty.


  “Take a look.” Andrew points to a stack of photo albums on the kitchen table. “I only skimmed the first one.”


  Sophie opens the album to a picture of Andrew’s grandparents when they were young, standing on the house’s front porch.


  “They look so young!” Sophie exclaims, and Andrew comes to peer over her shoulder.


  “That must be right after they bought the house. Sometime in the mid-seventies?”


  “I’d say so.” Sophie points at the wide collar on Andrew’s grandfather’s shirt, grinning.


  There’s no real chronology to the album, the recent and distant past jumbled together. She finds Andrew’s father and aunt as children. Andrew as a baby. Various family gatherings. She pauses on a picture of her and Andrew the year they went as robots for Halloween in costumes made from cardboard boxes covered in tinfoil.


  “We were such dorks.”


  She hears Andrew open and then close the fridge door behind her. For a moment, everything feels normal. She can almost believe Andrew’s grandmother is just in the other room, sitting in her favorite chair, watching one of her nature programs. Andrew’s grandfather will walk through the front door at any moment, eager to show off his latest treasure.


  “Geez, we were never that young, were we?” Andrew carries plates with chips and sandwiches to the table. He reaches back to the counter, and hands Sophie a beer, before sipping from a sweating bottle of his own.


  Sophie freezes, her own bottle partway to her lips before her brain catches up.


  “Andrew.” She points to his bottle.


  Realization spreads across his face, confusion replaced by alarm, as he sets the bottle down on the counter and backs a step away.


  “Oh shit. I just opened the fridge, they were there, and I grabbed one without even realizing.”


  Just over two years ago, Andrew had called Sophie in the middle of the night, his voice shaking across the distance between them. He’d been crying. He hadn’t been able to tell her what was wrong, only that he needed her. She hadn’t hesitated, taking two subways and walking the remaining damp chilly blocks to his apartment. She’d found him in the bathroom, his entire body curled inward, the arch of his spine pressed to the wall between the toilet and the tub.


  “I can’t . . . I don’t remember. Soph. I don’t remember.”


  One eye had been bruised, a cut healing on his brow. She’d knelt beside him, wrapped her arms around him, and let him sob. They’d stayed like that on the bathroom floor the rest of the night, Andrew alternately shaking and crying, and in fits and starts, when he could stop his teeth chattering, he’d told her how bad it had gotten. Blackouts. Lost time. Skipping meals to drink on an empty stomach so the alcohol would affect him faster.


  Sophie had noticed him losing weight, but told herself it was all the running he did. She’d noticed the sallow complexion of his skin, the bruised quality around his eyes, so much like her mother’s, and told herself he simply wasn’t getting enough sleep. They talked, but not every day, saw each other regularly, but not as often as they used to.


  Sophie gave these things to herself as excuses—why she hadn’t seen it earlier, why she hadn’t insisted Andrew get help. She’d told herself she couldn’t help Andrew until he was ready to help himself. She told herself Andrew was an adult, he could make his own choices, and if he needed her, he’d let her know. She’d looked the other way, like she had with her parents, and she’d almost lost him.


  “You didn’t buy them?” The words are out before Sophie can stop them.


  Andrew’s face crumples, going from frightened to hurt. She knows he didn’t buy the beer, of course he didn’t. Since that night, he’s been sober, worked hard, and made the choice every day not to touch alcohol. Until now.


  A courting gift.


  Cold ticks its way up her spine.


  Sophie gathers both their bottles and empties them in the sink. She opens the fridge, repeats the action with the remaining four bottles, flattens the cardboard carrier, and shoves it deep in the recycling bin.


  “It’s fine. It’ll be fine.” She’s aware of speaking too rapidly, panic fluttering as she tries to push it down.


  Andrew’s expression remains hurt, and a new fear strikes Sophie.


  “I didn’t—” she says.


  “I’m going out for a run.” Andrew pushes his chair back from the table.


  She can’t tell if he believes her. Struck, unable to make her voice work, Sophie watches him retreat up the stairs. He must know she wouldn’t. She would never do anything to hurt him. And besides that, selfishly, she’s been avoiding going into town, even to the grocery store. Because she knows it’s only a matter of time before someone recognizes her, the whispers buzzing as they do in small towns—there she goes, Carl and Tina’s kid, daughter of a murder-suicide, so tragic, I wonder how far the apple falls from the tree . . .


  She hears Andrew come back down the stairs.


  “Need any company?”


  He doesn’t answer. He’s wearing his earbuds, looking at his phone, and she tells herself that’s why he doesn’t respond. Sophie listens to the front door open and close.


  Her body goes slack, not quite slumping, but letting the counter take her weight. If she’d told Andrew about the horseshoes, if she’d mentioned the Nag Bride, could she have stopped this from happening? Sophie rubs a hand over her face, still feeling imaginary grit on her skin from the barn.


  After a moment, she returns to the kitchen table. She’s lost her appetite, but she’s still curious, and she picks up the next album from the stack Andrew brought down from the attic.


  Instead of more jumbled family photos, there’s a newspaper clipping—a wedding announcement, but she doesn’t recognize the names—Mr. and Mrs. Everett Moseley, married in 1969.


  Sophie recognizes the barn behind the couple, though. It’s Andrew’s grandparents’ barn, only newer. Just behind the groom’s head, there’s a horseshoe nailed to the wall.


  She flips to the next page. There are images copied from the archives of the Napierville Historical Society. When Sophie lifts the book for a closer look, loose pages tumble to the kitchen floor. She finds photocopied pages from a book of ghost stories and legends, mixed in with handwritten pages. She recognizes Andrew’s grandfather’s hand.


  The Nag Bride, over and over again, even if she isn’t named as such. Women murdered by their husbands. Women with nails driven through their hands. Women buried and digging their way out of the ground.


  . . . said that every night she transformed into a black mare, stole men from their beds, and galloped them all over the countryside until their hearts stopped with fear.


  . . . cursed the land with her dying breath.


  The horse spoke with the voice of a woman and said . . .


  . . . screamed, but it wasn’t a human sound . . .


  . . . drove a spike of iron through her tongue . . .


  Sophie’s hands shake, the pages rattling. She’s about to shove them back into the album, bury the album at the bottom of the pile, when a name on one of the pages arrests her. Carl. Her father’s name.


  The page is lined loose-leaf, torn from a notebook, torn again at the bottom so only half the writing remains. Sophie recognizes Andrew’s grandfather’s hand again, but sloppy, as if the words were written in haste, or in a panic.


  Carl—


  Nettie would kill me if she knew I’d taken these down, but you need them more than we do. Put them over all your doors. I don’t know how much you know, how much you think you know from what you’ve pieced together, but it’s important. Do it for Sophie and Tina. Do it for yourself. It’s not too late to—


  Sophie stares at the ragged edge where the words end, breath rough in her throat, a stinging heat behind her eyes. Andrew’s grandfather had taken the horseshoes down. He’d tried to give them to her father, to protect him. To protect Sophie and her mother. It’s not too late, he’d written, but it had been.


  There’s a note from Andrew resting up against a white paper bag from the local bakery waiting for her in the kitchen. Sorry about yesterday. I just needed to get out of my head a bit. I know you didn’t buy that beer. I’m starting to think the house is haunted. He’d drawn a smiley face there, and then added a postscript at the bottom of the page. Meeting Craig for breakfast and a run. Consider this a peace offering.


  Sophie unfolds the bag and finds a chocolate croissant wrapped in bakery paper. Tension she didn’t realize she’d been holding slides from her shoulders, defenseless in the face of buttery pastry. She’d waited for Andrew to come home from his run for almost two hours before she couldn’t stand being in the house alone. She’d gone for a drive, and briefly considered driving all the way back to the city.


  Don’t look. Pretend everything is fine. Never look back and maybe all the bad things will go away on their own.


  His bedroom door had been closed when she’d returned, and she’d retreated to her own room, slinking down to the kitchen after a while to make herself a sandwich, and eventually going to bed with her stomach in knots.


  The smiley face in his note, joking about ghosts, and the fact that he’s meeting Craig, his sponsor, eases at least some of Sophie’s worries. Maybe not everything is okay. Maybe nothing is okay, but she and Andrew, at least, are okay.


  After breakfast, Sophie loses herself in work, shifting piles until her muscles ache, dust and dirt grinding themselves deep into her skin. She leaves her phone inside, plugged in on the bedside table in the guestroom, deliberately not keeping track of time. Even so, she’s surprised when she glances through the open barn door and sees the sun on the verge of setting. Only then does she realize it’s also gotten cold.


  “Hey.” Andrew looks up from the stove as she enters. He’s stirring garlic and onions in a pan, and Sophie’s stomach rumbles. “You really seemed to be in the zone and I didn’t want to interrupt.”


  “That smells amazing. Your grandfather’s recipe?”


  “Absolutely. He ruined me for the store-bought stuff.”


  Andrew’s posture is relaxed, his smile easy. Sophie allows herself to sink into one of the kitchen chairs and watch him work. She should take a shower, but the thought of climbing the stairs is too much.


  She notes the stack of albums has been moved, and she’s about the ask Andrew about the one with all the clippings, when something catches her eye. A single petal, plastered to the side of the dark blue ceramic bowl in the middle of the table. A marigold petal—orange gold and shading to deep red at the center, the color of heart-blood. All the flowers she found on their first morning in the house were orange and yellow.


  “Let me show you what I did while I let this simmer.” Andrew’s voice jolts her and Sophie turns to face him. “You weren’t the only one who was busy today.”


  He gestures, and Sophie rises automatically, following him into the front room. His laptop is set up on the coffee table, its screen mirrored on the TV—a large flatscreen Andrew’s grandparents purchased before they’d moved.


  “I got all the cameras set up.”


  Andrew drops onto the couch and Sophie watches as he cycles through views, front yard, back, an interior camera looking down the stairs at the front door. There’s even one set up to look out over the barn. He backs the feed up, and Sophie watches herself leave the barn and walk to the front door.


  The trees sway in the background, at the edges of the screen, and something pings at the back of Sophie’s mind. It was cold when she came back inside, but she doesn’t remember any wind. There’s a smudge between two of the trees, a space where the shadows jitter.


  “Now we can see everything that goes on around here.”


  “Can you go back a sec?”


  She doesn’t look at him, eyes fixed on the screen as she backs it up and she watches herself walk backward into the barn, steps jerky and awkward, as if her legs are bent the wrong way.


  “Everything okay?”


  Sophie ignores him, leaning forward, squinting at the trees on the screen. They’re still; there’s nothing between them. Sophie shakes her head.


  “Must be dust in my eyes from the barn.” She smiles, keeping her voice light.


  Why doesn’t she just tell Andrew what she saw?


  How long did his grandfather wait before taking the horseshoes down, trying to give them to her father?


  How long is too long?


  “So, hey, I got a call about a potential job today,” Andrew says.


  His words jolt her again, careening them back to the normal and the mundane, and it’s a moment before Sophie catches her footing.


  “That’s great!” Her voice sounds brittle, almost falsely chipper, and she’s sharply aware of the lag between her response and his words.


  For a moment, Sophie thinks she sees a flicker of disappointment in Andrew’s eyes. But then he looks down, and she tenses reflexively, braced against his words, though she doesn’t know why.


  “It’s in L.A. It sounds like a really great opportunity. They want to fly me out there, which, that’s got to be a good sign, right?”


  The world tilts further, and Sophie fights to wipe the disappointment off her face before Andrew looks up again. He’d told her he wasn’t limiting his job search to local opportunities. She’d known this was a possibility, but now that he actually has an interview scheduled all the way across the country makes that possibility too real. What happens if he gets the job, if he moves away? Daughter of a murder-suicide; a bad seed planted in bad soil—what will she do without the only family she has left in the world?


  “The job wouldn’t start for a few months, so it wouldn’t change anything with the house. I’ll fly out and back and I’ll only be gone a couple of days . . .”


  He lets the sentence trail. Sophie makes herself breathe, hating the look in his eyes that seeks her approval, hating the selfish thoughts running roughshod through her head while he’s sharing good news.


  “No. That’s great. I’ll keep working here and you’ll go there and you’ll be amazed at how much progress I make while you’re gone.”


  “You’re sure?”


  “Yes. Sure. Definitely. We should celebrate.” Sophie pushes herself up from the couch, too fast, walking on stiff legs to the kitchen.


  Her chest constricts, and she blinks rapidly. What the hell is wrong with her? This is a good thing for Andrew—a fresh start, a new job, a new city.


  “Soph?” Andrew touches her shoulder, voice soft and questioning.


  She turns, lowering her hand from where she’s been subconsciously worrying at the cuticle of her thumb with her teeth. Too fast and the skin tears. Blood wells along the nailbed and drips from her hand and Sophie hisses in a sharp breath.


  “Shit.” She reaches automatically for the drawer beside the sink, Andrew’s grandmother’s all-purpose junk repository, searching for a bandage.


  “Are you okay? Let me see.”


  “I’m fine.” The words are too sharp, and Sophie jerks away when Andrew reaches again.


  She listens to him moving around the kitchen. When she turns, when she finally gets her hitching breath and prickling eyes under control, he’s holding a sweating beer bottle in one hand. Sophie gapes at him, stunned for a moment, until fear and anger and adrenaline bubble up and bubble over.


  “What the fuck?” She jabs an accusing finger at him and Andrew blinks in confusion, lifting his hand and looking at the bottle as if he genuinely wasn’t aware of holding it until she pointed it out to him.


  “What the fuck?” Again, her pulse galloping, and Sophie shoves him, hands landing in the center of Andrew’s chest, leaving drops of blood behind.


  Pushing him feels good. She thinks of her parents. The bruises on her mother’s skin, the cigarette burns on her father’s arms. The way she tried so desperately to pretend she didn’t see them hurting each other, didn’t hear them shouting.


  They were always the couple everyone wanted to party with, and they never let the fact that they turned into parents along the way stop them. The house was always full of men and women laughing too loud. Empty pizza boxes littering the floor. A constant fug of smoke clinging to the ceiling and walls like a lowering storm.


  Once—she couldn’t have been more than eight years old—she remembers a hand drifting down her back to the waistband of her shorts and dipping inside, and the laughter getting louder and even more raucous as her face turned burning hot and bright, spilling with tears as she fled through the trees and across the yard to Andrew’s grandparents’ door.


  But in the lapses between parties, her parents were different people. It was like without the laughter and other voices filling up the rooms there was too much space, too much silence in which to realize they hated each other. And Sophie alone wasn’t enough to stand between them.


  “Hey, calm down, it’s okay.” Andrew’s tone is placating, he holds a hand out, palm up, like he’s calming a skittish horse. Sophie realizes that somewhere along the way she picked up the knife he’d been using to chop vegetables. She’s clutching it now, tip pointed at him.


  Instead of looking alarmed, Andrew looks amused, one corner of his mouth lifted, a strange light in his eyes.


  “It’s just one beer, Soph. You’re the one who said we should celebrate.”


  He lifts the bottle, takes a deliberately long pull, gaze fixed on hers as if daring her to do something about it. She wants to hit him again. She wants to hurt him. She poured all the beer in the fridge down the drain and she knows neither of them bought new bottles and yet they’re here, like the marigolds. Like her father’s lighter, which he’d claimed to have received from a friend. A token of affection from a bride to her potential groom. And now again, the Nag Bride, trying to tear them apart, tempting them to violence.


  But knowing all this doesn’t help, or make it so she can let go of her anger. If anything, it makes things worse. She grips the knife tighter. She’s shaking. She reaches for the bottle, and Andrew holds it out of her reach.


  “Relax. It’ll be fine.” Light slides through his eyes.


  He’s not Andrew. He’s a complete stranger. Like her father standing on the lawn, looking at the trees, playing with the lighter. Waiting for his “friend,” ready to leave his old family behind. Like Everett Moseley walking into the hardware store to buy a shovel to bury his wife. The center of Sophie’s chest feels bruised, as though kicked.


  “I thought you talked to Craig today.”


  “I did. He said the occasional drink is fine.” That quirk to Andrew’s mouth again, shaped like a lie, shaped like he’s testing her.


  What are you going to do, Soph? Are you going to stop me? Or are you going to look the other way?


  “Andrew.” She reaches for the beer again.


  “Seriously, Sophie. Chill.” Andrew’s expression shifts, hard now.


  The house creaks, a distinctive sound like someone stepping on a floorboard. Heavy. Not a regular footfall. A hoof.


  Sophie’s head jerks up, tracking the sound across the ceiling. Her knuckles ache on the knife’s handle, jaw clenched hard.


  Andrew moves, a sudden, darting motion, a feint as if to swat the knife from her hand. But his fingers miss deliberately by a mile, toying with her, laughing at her. She takes a step, her spine bumping against the sink behind her.


  “Don’t.” Her voice shakes.


  She lifts the knife’s point, but doesn’t move as his fingers encircle her wrist. He tightens his grip, wrenching, painful. Her father snatching the lighter from her hand. It was a gift from a friend.


  The crack overhead is distinct this time, impossible to miss. Andrew’s head jerks up at the same time as hers, and they fall back from each other, mouths open, breathing like they’ve just run a mile.


  “The fuck?” Andrew says. “The fuck is happening?”


  Sophie can’t make herself speak, can’t find her voice, like an iron spike has been nailed through her tongue.


  “I’m going to check.” Andrew is already moving toward the hall.


  Sophie lets the knife clatter into the sink. She catches up to him at the foot of the stairs.


  “Don’t.” She touches his arm. He shakes it off, but not violent this time, like a horse shrugging off a stinging fly.


  She listens to him climb the stairs, the creak of each step, and can’t make herself follow. She can only crane her neck to peer after him, one hand gripping the newel post and her heart in her mouth. She listens to Andrew move down the hall, strains for the sound of a hoofstep.


  Her wrist blushes in reverse from red to pale and bloodless, the mark from Andrew’s fingers already fading. After what seems far too long, Andrew comes back down.


  “Must have been the wind.” His eyes are glazed as he says it, pupils widened and cheeks slightly flushed.


  He’s lying.


  She can’t stop herself from thinking it.


  She stares at him, her best friend, her almost-brother. She wants to tell him everything, and she can’t make herself say anything at all.


  Sophie steps onto the front porch. The house feels vast and empty, a weight at her back. She’d offered to drive Andrew to the airport, but he’d declined, ordering a car instead. Sophie had at least walked him out and wished him luck, but even that had felt strained.


  She wraps her arms around herself, watching the trees stir. She searched the entire house after Andrew left, but she can’t shake the sense of someone—something—watching, waiting for her to let her guard down.


  Despite herself, Sophie turns her head in the other direction, looking through the trees to the lights of the house that replaced hers—warm and glowing. The bones of the old house—her house—are still there, calling to her. It doesn’t matter that the house was razed to the foundation, torn out by its roots; it remains—a ghost beneath the skin.


  A shadow-smear of darkness blocks and breaks the light, there and just as quickly gone. She wants to tell herself it’s only a branch, swaying despite the lack of wind, and steps back inside, locking the door.


  As she pours herself a glass of wine, guilt needles her, even though Andrew is out of town. She switches on the TV and uses her phone to put the feed from the security cameras on the big screen.


  Better to know what’s coming for her. Better, if she’s being watched, to be able to watch in turn.


  She switches to the camera looking down the long drive. Empty for now, but she knows it’s only a matter of time. The Nag Bride has marked them, like she marked Sophie’s father. She already knows their weaknesses—the loss of Andrew’s grandparents, the loss of his job, points of stress and alcohol offered as a balm. And she knows Sophie’s weakness, knows from experience that Sophie will turn her head, look away, deny and deny and deny until it’s too late.


  Sophie leaves the TV on, leaves her glass of wine on the coffee table, and climbs the stairs. She drags her suitcase out from under the bed, digging out the plastic bag wrapped around the horseshoes. She glances out the window and her pulse catches, stutters, and it’s a moment before it consents to start again.


  The woman standing in the cornfield looks up.


  Sophie drops the bundle on the bed and pushes the window up, leaning as far out as she can. There is no mistaking the woman; she is nothing human. Her hair is coarse, like a horse’s mane, and even though there’s no wind, it blows across her face. It hides her mouth, but Sophie feels her smile nonetheless, a visceral, terrible thing that needs no witness to be true. The Nag Bride’s smile, like the Nag Bride herself, is rooted in the primal spaces of the world—ancient, recurrent, myth made flesh. She does not require Sophie’s belief or consent, she simply is—her teeth flat and wide and too big for her mouth, distending her jaw.


  Sophie pushes away from the window, grabbing the horseshoes and pounding down the stairs. Iron stops the Nag Bride. It’s in all the stories crammed into the back of Andrew’s grandfather’s album. It’s in Andrew’s grandmother’s promise to Sophie all those years ago.


  At the bottom of the stairs, Sophie nearly trips as her phone’s ringtone pierces the silence. The horseshoes slip from her arms, landing with a heavy clang, just missing her toes. She snatches her phone from the coffee table, the screen lighting with Andrew’s name.


  “Sophie.” His voice slurs.


  Instead of a response, Sophie’s voice catches in her throat, and all that emerges is a strained hiss.


  Andrew sounds wrong. She’s certain he can’t even have landed yet, let alone have reached the hotel and started drinking.


  “I’ve been checking in on the cameras.”


  Sophie pulls the phone away from her ear, looks at the number again. It is Andrew’s number. It’s his voice, but it doesn’t sound like him at all.


  “I saw you outside, and I saw her in the trees. Is that why you wanted me to leave? So you could marry the Nag Bride and have her all to yourself?”


  “No.” Sophie finds her voice, but it’s small, the denial thick and clumsy on her tongue.


  She doesn’t want to marry the Nag Bride; she doesn’t want anything from her.


  But.


  But if Sophie doesn’t marry the Nag Bride, what if she turns to Andrew instead? She’s already divided them, separating them so she can claim one of them.


  This is how the Nag Bride is wed.


  Andrew’s voice comes again, but now it sounds farther away, cut through with a cold wind. He sounds more like himself, but he also sounds afraid, the slurring to his voice not from drink, but from tears.


  “Soph, you have to stop it. You have to . . . I can’t—” His voice breaks up, an electronic wash of noise crackling down the line, and inside it, a rhythmic sound, like hooves clopping.


  Sophie drops the phone, startled.


  By the time she picks it up again, Andrew is gone.


  “Shit.”


  She dials his number, phone pressed hard to her ear. It rings and rings. No answer, not even voicemail.


  “Shit!” Louder this time, and Sophie throws her phone against the couch so it bounces off the cushions and ends up back on the floor.


  Her breath comes ragged and hard. The house creaks again. Not the walls. The porch this time, as though someone—something—just outside the front door is shifting their weight from foot to foot.


  From hoof to hoof.


  The weight, the way the boards creak, whatever stands there holds more mass than a single human woman.


  A thud, heavy enough to shake the house. Sophie steps back automatically, her heart thundering in response.


  The sound comes again, the front door shuddering under a blow, like a horse kicking its stall. She waits for the door to splinter and fly apart. Silence, so terrible and vast that it leaves room for a panicked rush of Sophie’s breath. Then, all at once, the restless prance of hooves. The Nag Bride pacing back and forth.


  Sophie’s chest squeezes, painful and tight. She tries to count, but she can’t tell how many hooves there are—two or four. There’s a hammer and nails in the kitchen junk drawer, but she can’t make herself move.


  Thunk, scrape. Thunk, scrape. The door shivers, a horse pawing a question. The doorknob doesn’t move. The Nag Bride can’t turn it with hooves, but Sophie has seen her long-fingered, bleeding hands. Hysteria tries to crowd the remaining air from Sophie’s lungs, and she chokes back terrified laughter. Thunk, scrape, and at last the sound unfreezes her. She bolts for the kitchen, the junk drawer, the nails.


  Back into the hall. There’s a chair by the door, one Andrew’s grand-father used to sit in to put on his boots. Sophie drags it in front of the door.


  She grabs one of the horseshoes, inexpertly repaired. Who tried to fix them after they were broken? Her father? Did he repent at the end and try to protect himself, her mother, Sophie, but he was already too late?


  Because Sophie turned away. Because she let the Nag Bride cross through the trees and did nothing to stop her?


  The chair wobbles as Sophie climbs. Lining up the nail while holding the horseshoe flush is almost impossible. She’ll drop the shoe, the hammer, or the nails. She’ll accidentally pierce her own hand.


  She fumbles the first nail and it falls to the floor. The sound of it striking the wood is the loudest thing in the world. The steady pace of hooves stops. Listening?


  Sophie lines up another nail and drives the hammer home.


  On the other side of the door, the Nag Bride screams.


  It’s the sound she heard their first night in the house. The sound of a woman, the sound of an animal, both in unspeakable pain. The sound of a nail driven not through wood, but through flesh and bone.


  The hammer slips, and Sophie smashes her thumb. The chair tilts, and she drops the hammer, catching herself before she falls. Pain throbs and she shakes out her hand, the nailbed already turning purple. The horseshoe hangs crookedly, but it stays in place. Sophie scrubs tears from her eyes, climbs down, and goes to the back door to do it all over again.


  Her arms shake by the time she’s done. Every part of her feels wobbly. The Nag Bride no longer paces across the boards, but Sophie doubts she’s gone. The Nag Bride requires a groom. That’s the way it’s always been. The Nag Bride must be wed.


  Sophie returns to the front room where the TV still shows the feed from the security cameras. The Nag Bride stands in plain sight on the drive, and Sophie’s body jerks, a panicked, startled reaction. As if knowing the moment she is seen, the Nag Bride moves, walking slowly up the drive. Her head is bowed, dark hair covering her face, but even so, Sophie feels the too-long shape of her jaw.


  But the Bride’s gait is painful, and for a wild moment, Sophie feels a surge of pity.


  She thinks of nails driven through the woman’s feet, iron weighing her down. There’s a stuttering, halting quality to her steps. Like she isn’t meant to walk on two legs, like the legs she walks upon are bent the wrong way.


  The Nag Bride’s skin invites bruises; her hands and feet beg for nails. She is made to be wed, to be killed, to unbury herself in a terrible cycle. But is she to blame? If she draws violence to the surface of men’s skin, doesn’t that mean the violence was already there?


  If Sophie hadn’t turned away, hadn’t let the Nag Bride pass through the trees, would anything have changed?


  Her father’s choices, they were his own. The Nag Bride didn’t make him do anything he didn’t already want to do.


  Sophie drops onto the couch, leaning toward the TV. A shift, the Nag Bride moving a fraction out of focus, and now a horse walks toward the camera, steps slow and plodding. A beast of burden carrying the weight of humanity’s cruelty, the weight of the world. Sophie watches until the horse, the woman, passes out of the camera’s view. She watches a moment longer, the shadows on the long drive shifting, drawing together and pulling away. She strains, trying to see whether the footprints left behind are shaped like a woman’s bare heel, or the rounded moon of an iron horseshoe.


  Sophie’s legs tremble as she stands, but she makes them carry her into the hall. Thud, thud, thud. Hooves scrape the boards again.


  Sophie glances at the horseshoe hung crookedly above the door. As long as it remains in place, she’ll be safe. This house is safe. But safe for who?


  She thinks of her mother, tortured to death. She thinks of Mrs. Everett Moseley, denied her own name, her husband cheerfully informing the store clerk he intended to bury her. And what about Edward Simpson’s wife? What about the women in all those stories Andrew’s grandfather wrote out? The Nag Bride killed and buried, again and again.


  And she thinks of Andrew’s grandfather, his kind smile, his excitement at showing them his latest flea market find. She thinks of Andrew, her best friend, her brother, the two of them making Halloween costumes and telling stories and always having each other’s back. Andrew’s grandmother pouring Sophie coffee and drying her tears when she’d come running through the trees, making sure she felt loved. All of them, together, Sophie’s family when she couldn’t rely on her own, making this a safe place for her.


  The Nag Bride with her moon-pale skin, easily bruised, with her long-fingered hands, waiting for the iron nails, is a mirror reflecting the worst and most terrible impulses humanity has to offer. But humanity has more to offer than pain. Sophie has seen for herself that this is true.


  Sophie presses her forehead against the door. Hard. Harder, until it hurts. She clenches her teeth.


  Behind her closed eyes, she sees the farmer standing over a woman in his barn, driving nails through her hands. She sees her father, driving nails into her mother’s skin.


  Maybe the Nag Bride doesn’t need to be wed or killed. And if she isn’t either—unmarried, unburied—then maybe the cycle needn’t begin again.


  Sophie draws in a ragged breath. She pulls the chair back in front of the door, grabs the hammer. Her thumb still aches, but she ignores the pain as she climbs onto the chair and gouges at the nail, prying the horseshoe free.


  Sophie half jumps, half falls, kicking the chair out of the way. She wrenches open the door.


  The Nag Bride blinks dark, liquid eyes.


  She is the most beautiful thing Sophie has ever seen, and the most terrible.


  Her face is long. Not a horse’s face, and not a human’s either. The lines of her skull are visible through her skin. She turns her head to one side, nostrils flared, and looks at Sophie from one of her wide-set eyes. A prey animal’s eyes, rolling and afraid.


  Then she turns her head again and she’s fully human. A predator again. Except when she smiles, it is pained, her flat teeth never meant to fit a human jaw.


  Lashes shadow the Bride’s pale cheeks as she looks to the horseshoe in Sophie’s hand. When her gaze comes up again, it’s a question. Will the Nag Bride be wed?


  The woman, the horse, both and neither, reaches out a hand. It’s already bleeding, rusted punctures where nails have been driven in over and over again. She turns it palm up, waiting for Sophie to place the iron shoe there. Sophie moves closer, until she is on the porch with the Bride and they are face-to-face.


  Breath warms Sophie’s skin; it smells sweet, like hay, and it smells old, like earth and flowers—marigolds—on the edge of rot. Sophie places the horseshoe in the Bride’s hand.


  “I’m not giving it to you,” she says, her voice trembling. “It’s yours already.”


  Fear pools in Sophie’s belly. It trickles along her spine. She is not marrying the Bride, and she will not drive nails through her skin. And she can only hope in choosing not to do so, she is setting her free.


  The Nag Bride’s jaw shifts, teeth grinding, as if she would speak, but her tongue isn’t made for human sound.


  “I don’t want . . .” Sophie closes her eyes, takes a shuddering breath.


  “I don’t want to marry you.”


  She opens her eyes.


  “No one here does. This house belonged to a good man and a good woman, and it will again. I—”


  A thought takes her, and Sophie releases a shuddering breath, gathering herself before she speaks again.


  “This house is safe, I swear it. No one here will hurt you as long as . . . As long as I’m around. I promise.”


  Sophie has no idea how she will keep the promise, but she means it, down to her core. She may be making the biggest mistake of her life. If the Nag Bride refuses her proposal, will she pass through the trees, will she go to hunt the family living in the house where Sophie’s own house used to stand? Will she continue on until she finds someone else, someone weaker, someone like Sophie’s father?


  The Nag Bride’s hand remains extended, the iron shoe between them. There’s nothing protecting Sophie now. The Nag Bride could step over the threshold, whuffing the air. She could kick Sophie in the chest with powerful hooves, cracking Sophie’s ribs open with one blow.


  The Nag Bride takes a step back. Her mane-like hair stirs, hiding the strange shape of her jaw, then blowing away again to reveal her unnatural smile. Her eyes shine, and they do not look away from Sophie as she continues to walk backward, the iron horseshoe still held out on her palm.


  A promise made, and a promise accepted?


  Sophie still doesn’t know. Has she only delayed the inevitable?


  The Nag Bride must always have her groom.


  Or will things be different this time?


  She leaves the front door open, retrieves her phone from the floor. She dials Andrew’s number. He answers on the third ring, sounding out of breath, but like himself.


  “Hey. I just landed, and I’m trying to find the shuttle to the hotel.” She pictures the crowded airport, Andrew dragging his suitcase behind him. “Is everything okay?”


  “I want to buy the house.” The words leave her in a rush, given breath, made real.


  “What? Soph—What are you—”


  “I want to buy the house. Don’t sell it. I don’t know . . . I’ll figure something out.”


  Sophie carries her phone back into the hall, out the front door, and onto the porch. Ruined cornstalks sway, even though there is no breeze. Footprints trail in the driveway’s dust. Hoof-shaped, shaped like a woman’s bare heel. A promise in return. The Nag Bride is patient and if Sophie fails, she will be there, waiting.


  “We can talk about it when you get home.” Sophie hears the weariness in her voice, the strain.


  She knows how all of this must sound to Andrew, and she doesn’t care. She has a promise to keep.


  “Hey, don’t even worry about it. Focus on the interview. I know you’re going to kill it.” Sophie feels herself smile, despite everything.


  “Are you sure you’re all right? You sound—”


  “I know. I’m sorry. It’s just . . .”


  Sophie looks to the trees, swaying as though something just passed through them. For a moment, it isn’t the new house built where her house used to be that she sees. It’s her house, low and narrow, and her father is in there, sleeping, and her mother is gone, and there’s no one else to protect it except Sophie.


  “I need to do this,” Sophie says. “I need to stay here. This is the only place that’s ever felt like home.”


  The trees sway and the wind doesn’t blow and somewhere in the darkness a horse wickers. And even though Sophie can’t see it, she feels it—the Nag Bride smiles.


  MR DEATH


  ALIX E. HARROW


  I’ve ferried two hundred and twenty-one souls across the river of death, and I can already tell my two hundred and twenty-second is going to be a real shitkicker. I know by the lightness of the manila folder in my hand, the preemptive pity in the courier’s face as she gives it to me. I read the typewritten card paper-clipped to the front with my stomach tensed, braced for the sucker punch.


  Name: Lawrence Harper


  Address: 186 Grist Mill Road, Lisle NY, 13797


  Time: Sunday, July 14th 2020, 2:08 a.m., EST


  Cause: Cardiac arrest resulting from undiagnosed long QT syndrome Age: 30 months


  Jesus Christ on his sacred red bicycle. He’s two.


  Two is, by break room consensus, the worst age for reaping. Their souls are still baby-soft and cottony, wholly innocent, but full of the subtleties and quirks that define their selfhood. They’re balanced right at the teetering edge of themselves, so full of potential it makes your eyes water just to be near them.


  Also, two-year-olds are contrarian bastards and it takes several hours and a family-size pack of M&Ms to coax them across the river.


  These days, with the child mortality rate comfortably below seven per one thousand births, we don’t process too many of the under-fives—some of the older reapers like to bitch about how we’ve got it soft, reminiscing about the good old days before seatbelt laws and vaccinations and the EPA—but six-point-six out of a thousand is still six-point-six too many. Every reaper hits one eventually.


  This was my first, in my three years of reaping. I was starting to think somebody upstairs was looking out for me, shielding me in case one of the under-fives turned out to be a little boy with corn silk hair and dark eyes. In case I cracked like an egg and had to retire early.


  Every new reaper is shielded, at least a little. The first dozen or so deaths we’re assigned are generally people with one spiritual foot firmly in the grave: your stage-IV seventy-year-olds, your left-behind spouses, your great-grandmothers who just overheard the term assisted living floating up the stairs.


  There’s something satisfying about those reapings. A routine heroism, like covering a shift for your hungover friend or shooing a trapped bird out the window. Those are the times it’s easiest to believe my supervisor’s speeches about the pristine order of the universe and the cyclical shape of time and the necessity of death.


  (Some reapers dance around the word death, preferring verbs like passing or ascending. My supervisor—Raz, Reaper Recruitment Coordinator and Archangel of Secrets—believes euphemisms are a form of cowardice, and Raz doesn’t recruit cowards.)


  But eventually you run out of easy deaths.


  Eventually the courier slinks into the locker room and hands you a manila folder without quite meeting your eyes and you know you’re in for it: newlyweds in car crashes; leukemia that was supposed to be in remission; restraining orders that didn’t work. Or sometimes it seems fine—eighty-eight years old, ischemic stroke, 4:12 p.m.—but when you arrive you find a soul so wasted and dim, so shriveled by bitterness and regret that you want to stop the clock and say: Look, you’ve got a week. Try a new ice cream flavor. Listen to the Hamilton soundtrack. Call your son. Live, you damn fool.


  Except you don’t because you can’t, and because of the pristine order of the universe and the cyclical shape of time, et cetera. Instead you sit beside him and watch the plaque crumble from his carotid and drift sluggishly up to his cerebral artery. The fizz of electricity in his brain goes dark and the sour muck of his soul rises from his body, glaring. It’s a long ride across the river that night.


  So I don’t come apart when I see little Lawrence Harper’s name on that neatly typed card, the curve of that 3 staring up at me like half a heart. I lay the folder in my scuffed briefcase—I was never a briefcasecarrier before, but fashion in the hereafter runs twenty to fifty years behind—and head out for 186 Grist Mill Road.


  I already know how it will go: I will wait beside him in the night (does he have a bed shaped like a plastic race car like Ian did? Does he kick the blankets off his legs every night?) until 2:08 a.m., when the bird-wing flutter of his heart will go still. I will tuck his ghostly hand in mine as I lead him through the dark to the riverbank, and when we reach the other side I’ll watch his soul disperse into the depthless firmament of the universe. It will be achingly sad but also kind of beautiful, and afterward I’ll sit in the break room and drink burned coffee and cry. Leon might come by and give me the Circle of Life speech from The Lion King and we’ll both laugh and he’ll thump me on the shoulder and say it’s just the way it goes.


  And then tomorrow I’ll open my next manila folder and do it again.


  Not because I’m a heartless bastard; they don’t recruit heartless bastards to comfort the dead and ferry their souls across the last river. They look for people whose hearts are vast and scarred, like old battlefields overgrown with poppies and saplings. People who know how to weep and keep working, who have lost everything except their compassion.


  (The official recruitment policy is race-and gender-neutral, but forty-something white males like me are a rarity. We are statistically less likely to experience shattering loss, and culturally permitted to become complete assholes when we do. We turn into addicts and drunks, bitter old men who shed a single, manly, redemptive tear at the end of the movie, while everybody else has to gather up the jagged edges of themselves and keep going.)


  Raz told me she also looks for people with kind eyes and a high tolerance for bureaucracy, who have never cheated at anything in their entire lives (poker, Settlers of Catan, marriage). “You can cheat a lot of shit,” she says. “But not death.”


  Lawrence Harper doesn’t have a race car bed, thank God. Instead he has a twin mattress on the floor of his parents’ single-wide. He also has: a Spiderman blanket that smells like a thrift store, dusty and flowery; a plastic Buzz Lightyear clutched in one sweaty fist; reddish hair, skim milk skin; a heart that will fail in approximately eleven hours and twelve minutes; and a soul that shines like a comet streaking across the last midnight of summer.


  Even for a two-year-old, it’s a stunner of a soul, vibrant and hungry, bonfire bright. It’s the kind of soul that might lead revolutions or write symphonies in an adult, but in a kid it mostly translates to trouble. I bet his parents spend a lot of time smiling fixedly at strangers as they haul him out of restaurants or pry him out of trees. I bet his grandma refers to him as “a handful” and refuses to babysit except in emergencies.


  I bet they’ll miss him like hell once he’s gone.


  That’s what makes this job tough, of course. It’s not the dead rejoining the limitless love of the universe; it’s the ones they leave behind, who have to keep on trudging through the world beneath the burden of their terrible, limited love.


  I settle cross-legged on the carpet, trying not to nudge the piled laundry or set off some battery-powered toy. Reapers have what the training manuals call “limited corporeal capacity,” which means we can move stuff but not much, like when you’re in a dream and your limbs are filled with wet sand and everything is impossibly, illogically heavy.


  I figure most ghost stories are the result of clumsy reapers, although there are late night break room rumors of reapers who went rogue. Who abandoned the Department and haunted the living world until they faded into tattered wraiths. I don’t know if I believe those stories, because (A) what kind of asshole wants to spend eternity creeping around a Victorian mansion or an old psych ward, scaring teenagers, and (B) Raz or one of the other archangels would atomize them so instantly and thoroughly there wouldn’t be enough drifting motes of soulstuff left to tell a story about. Raz is the kind of sweet, middle-aged Black woman with whom you do not fuck.


  I’ve never been tempted to do anything more than bum a cigarette or flick a light switch, myself. (Except the one time, right after my own funeral. I slunk back into my shitty, tobacco-stained apartment and took the only thing in it that I cared a damn about. But it wasn’t a big deal and nobody saw.)


  Lawrence stirs beneath his Spiderman blanket and sits up, his hair smeared sideways, his eyes blue, unfocused. His dad must hear the rustling on the baby monitor because he turns up two seconds later, a lanky, tired man in sweatpants. He drapes Lawrence casually over one shoulder and pads back down the hall, and for a moment I’m too choked with envy and pity to follow them. Envy because he’s holding his son in his arms, sleep-soft and sweaty; pity because this is the last time.


  By the time I make it out to the kitchen Lawrence is snapped into a plastic booster seat crunching off-brand Cheerios. He looks up as I enter and I figure it’s nothing, just a coincidence, but then his eyes focus on me. Lawrence waves.


  I’ve been seen before, but not often. For most people I’m a prickle at their hairline, a smudged not-quite-reflection in the mirror behind them, a strange and unwelcome awareness of their heartbeats in their ears. Reapers are the reason fewer people board doomed flights and good dogs sometimes bark at nothing.


  But the way Lawrence is looking at me—head tilted, eyes flicking from briefcase to old-timey suit to beard stubble—I know he sees every single undead inch of me.


  I wave back, awkwardly. He smiles. I press one finger to my lips. He copies me, and then whispers “SHHH” so loudly that his dad laughs and shushes him back, and then they’re drawn into a competitive shushing game that lasts through snack time and outside into the sweet freshclover smell of the July afternoon.


  Their yard is several inches past overgrown and littered with sunfaded scraps of plastic. I don’t feel the heat so much these days but I can tell from the wavy lines coming off the trailer that it’s hotter than the hell that doesn’t exist. Lawrence’s dad settles into a busted lawn chair in the shade while his son wanders. I trail after him.


  Lawrence picks up a stick and slashes invisible enemies, narrating a story that sounds like a combination of Toy Story and Star Wars. He tosses a tennis ball at the trailer for a while, apparently intrigued by the showers of rust that pour out from under the siding, and then throws it, for no reason at all, to me.


  And I catch it, like a dumbass. It strains against the insubstantial edges of my existence. Lawrence holds his arms out, waiting.


  I can’t quote the Book of Death line and verse the way Raz can, but I’m pretty sure there’s a policy somewhere against playing catch in broad daylight with a doomed two-and-a-half-year-old, surrounded by the green hum of summer.


  But like—fuck it. I toss the ball back. Lawrence misses it, because two-and-a-half-year-olds have the coordination of drunk bear cubs, but it doesn’t matter. I am immediately promoted from boring stranger to Imaginary Friend and conscripted into a series of opaque games involving tennis balls and shrieking and running in circles around the trailer until even my death-cold skin is flushed and sweaty and my chest is aching, as if my heart is either mending or breaking.


  By the time the game ends the sun is slanting pink and sideways and the world has softened like butter on the counter. Lawrence collapses backward onto the densest patch of clover and lies still for the first time since he woke up. I can see white streaks of cloud in his eyes and, if I squint, the red muscle of his heart contracting and releasing in that secret, imperfect rhythm. His soul blazes back at the sky, wide open, a private infinity of possibility.


  I wonder if Ian’s reaper watched him like this, with something aching and tender lodged like a splinter behind their breastbone. I wonder if Ian’s soul shone this brightly (I know it did). I wonder how it will feel to watch a soul like this disperse into the endless everything, scattered into a billion lonely atoms.


  * * *


  Raz was my reaper. She showed me my folder afterward and the card paper-clipped to it: Sam Grayson, 44 years old, 11:19 a.m. EST, respiratory failure resulting from small cell lung cancer. The cancer came courtesy of a pack of Lucky Strikes a day for fifteen years or so; my personal fuck you to mortality after Ian.


  I couldn’t see her, but I could sort of sense her: a soft, amber gaze hovering at the edges of the hospital room, watching the labored rise and fall of my chest.


  It’s department policy to spend at least four hours prior to death with the soon-to-be-deceased. It’s supposed to “forge emotional bonds between souls and reapers” and “encourage compassionate care”—the Department has been working tirelessly and fruitlessly to combat the whole sweeping robes, menacing scythe stereotype—but Raz believes in a full twelve, even during busy weeks (flu epidemics, civil wars, the holidays).


  So she sat at my bedside through the night and half a day until my clogged lungs bubbled into silence and my pulse stuttered and I drowned in carbon dioxide and cancer. I died thinking fucking finally.


  I could see her, then: a brown-skinned woman somewhere between thirty and seventy wearing a white cable-knit sweater and comfortable Levi’s.


  She smiled—a professional smile, smoothed by centuries of use, but still somehow genuine—and launched into what I now recognize as a version of the same “welcome to the afterlife, kid” speech I’ve given 221 times. It begins with some variation of “it’s all right,” which is an absolute lie and both of you know it, but which manages to imply that there’s some sort of plan, a system in place, and usually buys you a few minutes to explain the rest.


  It worked on me. I drifted, perfectly placid, as Raz explained that I was dead, and that we would shortly be stepping together into a vast and endless darkness, broken only by an even darker river, which she would guide me across. Then there was a lot of other stuff about how my soul would unravel and rejoin the spangled cosmos, and how the universe itself was love, which is all true but is still unforgivably hokey.


  And then she paused and I had the feeling—even as machines beeped in ineffective alarm and my soul hovered above my body like steam above pasta water, milky and vaporous—that we were going off script.


  She tilted her head, the gentle amber of her eyes sharpening. “Or,” she began, and let me tell you the human brain is capable of a lot of wordless scenario-spinning in the infinite space following the word or.Or this isn’t the end. Or this is a bad reaction to my meds and I’ll wake up hungover but alive. Or I get a pair of feathered wings and I’ll go soaring through the pearly gates and Ian will be waiting for me on a puff of cumulus, laughing his wild laugh, and these fifteen years of heartache will be wiped clean, set right, the moment my palm brushes the soft corn silk of his hair.


  But she didn’t say any of that. She handed me a cream-colored business card with my name embossed cleanly on the front—Sam Grayson, Junior Reaper, Department of Death—and offered me a job.


  Just before dark, Lawrence’s mom shows up in a puttering Corolla. She wears a red apron with Tractor Supply embroidered across the top and smells like rubber and chicken feed and the gray film of receipt paper, but Lawrence doesn’t care: he practically teleports into her arms, face mashed against the stringy bone of her shoulder.


  The Harpers clatter together into the trailer and start the dinnertime circus of bib and highchair, mac ‘n’ cheese and canned peas he won’t eat, adult conversation slipped expertly between threats and pleas (“if you spit your milk out one more time I’m taking it away—did you pay the gas bill?—two bites, baby, eat two bites of peas”). His dad pulls on a polyester uniform and pours himself a thermos of burnt coffee. Before he leaves he kisses the back of his wife’s neck and she tilts her head back, eyes closed.


  I can see how tired they are, worn thin with work and worry. I can see how there’s never quite enough money, how they rinse out Ziploc bags and resent the loss of milk-splattered macaroni. But I can see, too, that it’s worth it. That they’ll keep working and worrying and the impossible alchemy of love will turn never enough into plenty.


  Except that, at 2:08 a.m. the following morning, their son’s heart will stop and I will ferry his soul across the river and their lives will be permanently, irreparably fucked.


  I want to leave. I want to step sideways out of the world and reappear back in the break room, smoke a stolen cigarette with Leon and forget all about the Harpers.


  Except Lawrence would still die. Except there would be no friendly stranger waiting to take his hand and show him the way. He would wander alone into the darkness on the wrong side of the river and wisp away into nothing instead of everything.


  So I stay. Raz doesn’t recruit cowards or bastards, after all.


  Lawrence’s mom does bath and bedtime on her own while Lawrence chatters about Maui’s magical fishhook and his big kid underwear and his new friend who’s very tall and sad. She makes the right noises—really? that’s great sweetie!—but she’s not really listening, and I have a sudden, wild urge to shake her until her teeth rattle.


  This is it! I want to say. This is the conversation you will replay again and again for the rest of your life! You will wish you took his soft cheeks in your hands and looked into his eyes and said: I love you, Ian, and wherever you go a part of me will always follow, across that dark river and into black beyond, through every eternity.


  But I keep my fists balled in my pockets as she zips him into pajamas and plugs in his nightlight. Her last kiss is a routine brush of her lips across his forehead. “Night, love.”


  “Night, Mama.”


  The door clicks. He thrashes for a few minutes before falling abruptly and profoundly to sleep.


  I watch the treacherous thump of his heart, counting out beats. I’ve watched enough heart failures and cardiac arrests to hear the fatal hitch in its rhythm, the tiny irregularity that will fail him when he needs it most. He’s a brave kid—the kind who laughs at barking dogs and watches the garbage truck with an expression of aspirational awe—or he wouldn’t have made it two and a half years without startling his heart into seizing.


  But tonight something’s going to scare him or thrill him. A nightmare, maybe, formless and childish, that will send his heart into an ungainly gallop. Then it will stumble. Then it will stop. His parents won’t even know until they open his door in the morning, wondering why he’s sleeping so late.


  I see the nightmare arrive, drawing a line between the pale red of his brows. The line looks fresh somehow, like tracks in new snow, as if he’d never really frowned before. I watch his heart beat faster, tut-tut-tut. The delicate chambers pulse raggedly now, losing the rhythm they’ve practiced for thirty months. Thirty-nine months, I guess.


  His heart seizes. The frown line deepens. His mouth opens as his pale skin goes from red to white to pearl-blue, and I see the first wisps of his soul rise like steam from his body.


  I don’t think. I don’t debate or decide. I just—do.


  I reach between his ribs and wrap my hand around his heart. It feels impossibly small against my hand, a hard apple plucked too early from the tree. I squeeze it as hard as I can with my fingers that don’t exist and my fist that isn’t there.


  His heart shudders back to life like an engine on a cold morning. It flutters against my hand as the blue leaches out of his lips and his soul spools back into his body.


  I sit beside him until dawn, watching the miraculous thud of his heart and thinking: he’s alive, he’s alive and also oh, fuck.


  It’s the failure to submit my Certification of Soul’s Passage that gets me, of course. You can’t forge them or fake them or forget them; when a soul disintegrates into the void it automatically generates a sheaf of papers in triplicate, signed with the last fading imprint of a soul as it leaves the world, and Lawrence Harper’s soul is still very much in the world, tethered to his illegal heartbeat.


  Raz finds me sitting on the pier, splashing my feet in the river of death. I’m half-expecting her to skip the small talk and go straight to the smiting but instead she sits beside me on the dry decking, the soft white of her sweater brushing against my shoulder.


  She’s quiet for a while. And then: “You know it doesn’t work like this, Sam.”


  “Yeah,” I say, because I do know, and what else am I going to say? That there was a beautiful boy and I didn’t want him to die like my beautiful boy died? That I didn’t want to ferry his soul to the far side of the river and watch it merge, however beautifully, with the infinite love of the universe? And P.S. fuck infinite love, give me the desperate, finite love of the living?


  I don’t say any of that, because I don’t (quite) have a death wish.


  Raz says, softly, “Would you like me to reassign him?”


  Even burrowed deep in my doomed funk, I feel a flick of surprise. Deaths aren’t reassigned, traded, escaped, called-out-sick-on, avoided, or skipped; your deaths are your deaths, no matter how grisly, and if you can’t handle them you have a brief but blunt conversation with your supervisor after which no one ever sees you again. None of us know where you go, but it’s unlikely that it’s anywhere pleasant.


  I look directly at Raz for the first time and find her face glowing with that terrible, bottomless compassion. She draws a Lucky Strike from her breast pocket and passes it over. She touches her fingertip to the end and it glows hot orange. “Do you still have the picture?”


  I don’t move. I don’t breathe.


  Raz knows. She knows that I flagrantly ignored the chapter in the Book of Death called “Releasing Your Worldly Connections and Severing Familial Ties.” She knows what I stole from my shitty apartment. She probably even knows that it’s resting right now in my breast pocket, directly above my heart.


  I swallow once, inhale smoke. “He was—he was a good kid.”


  “I know, Sam.” Her voice is still so gentle. “And so is Lawrence, and it’s bullshit that they have to die, but that’s how it is. It’s the ugly half-bargain of living, and it’s our job to make it a little less ugly when we can.” She pauses and adds practically, “And we can’t save every cute kid. We can’t cheat death.”


  But I think: I did. How long did I buy Lawrence? How much would I pay for another day, another hour with Ian?


  I don’t say anything. Her voice turns considerably less gentle. “That car was going eighty-five miles an hour when it hit the ice. There was nothing Leon could have done to stop it, no matter how many rules he broke.”


  Leon. I never knew who reaped Ian’s soul and hadn’t asked. Leon is a good dude—soft-spoken and big-hearted—but for a split second I want to drag him into the river with me and hold us both under until our second and final death closes above our heads.


  “I’m going to ask you again: do you want me to reassign him?”


  It’s a kindness. A favor, and Raz doesn’t really do favors. I am obscurely warmed and almost tempted to accept—but I don’t want Lawrence reassigned. His death belongs to me. However many beats his heart had left, they are mine to witness.


  “No. I’ve got it. Thanks.”


  Raz leans across me, plucks the still-lit cigarette from my fingertips, and flicks it into the river. Her breath against my ear is sulfurous, too hot. “Then don’t fuck it up this time.”


  She hands me a freshly printed card with Lawrence’s name on it—July 28th, 5:22 a.m., cardiac arrest again—and vanishes.


  I run my fingertip around the crisp edge of the card and realize I was wrong. It wasn’t a kindness or a favor: it was a test.


  It’s July 28th and I’m in the back bedroom of the Harpers’ damn trailer again, watching Lawrence’s heart pump like a tiny red bellows in his chest.


  Except this time I’ve had two weeks to anticipate it. Two weeks to sit in the break room refilling my coffee from the pot that never empties, feeling the time-softened folds of the Polaroid in my breast pocket, thinking about the order of the universe and the Circle of Motherfucking Life and things you can’t cheat.


  This time I know exactly what I’m going to do.


  At 4:00 in the morning, one hour and twenty-two minutes before he’s scheduled to die, I take Lawrence’s hand. I stroke his forehead with barely real knuckles and he half-wakes. He smiles a muzzy, sleepy smile and sinks back into sleep.


  I keep holding his hand. I make sure that nightmare never comes.


  At 5:23 a.m. Lawrence’s heart is still beating, red and wet and alive, and I’m smiling so hard I can feel my face splitting along the seams. I want to sing. I want to weep. I want to recite the poem I memorized in seventh grade because it was the shortest one on the list: how do you like your blue-eyed boy/Mr. Death?


  I know I didn’t cheat him, not really. Mr. Death always wins in the end. But maybe sometimes—if you’re stubborn and sad and tired as fuck of the way things go—you can win a hand or two.


  I stay with Lawrence till dawn, wondering idly if I should cut and run while I still can. It seems more important to stay, to watch the stubborn thu-thumping of Lawrence’s heart, the miraculous pooling of drool on his pillow. I should have spent more time watching Ian.


  I feel it when she arrives: an abrupt rise in temperature, a whiff of brimstone. I look out the narrow window to see Raz standing in the yard like the end times, like vengeance in a cable-knit sweater. I look back at Lawrence one last time and am pleased to find I don’t regret a single damn thing.


  I slip through particle board and fiberglass and corrugated tin of the trailer wall and stroll to Raz with my hands in my pockets. I smile at her. It’s not really the time for genial smiles—I’m about to be atomized or incinerated or disappeared, whatever the hell they do with reapers who fuck up—but I can’t seem to stop.


  Raz smiles back. “You idiot.” Her eyes are still kind. Behind her I see the faint, fiery outline of wings.


  I shrug.


  Raz steps forward and reaches two fingers into my breast pocket. She withdraws the Polaroid, flesh-warm, and studies it for a long second. “I knew the second you went back for this that you wouldn’t last.” She sighs. “A reaper has to forsake his worldly attachments, relinquish his earthly loves.”


  “Yeah, but . . .” My eyes fall on the picture, upside-down: my son at four, caught at the apex of a swing that will never fall, his corn silk hair haloed by a summer dusk that will never end. Ephemeral. Everlasting.


  I shrug again. “But fuck that, you know?”


  Raz laughs. She tilts her head. “Tell me, Sam: What would you do if I left you here?”


  “Left me?”


  “Burned your records. Pretended you’d never worked for the Department of Death.”


  “I would stay.” The answer comes easy and honest. “I’d watch over Lawrence, keep his heart beating another day, another hour, for as long as I can.”


  “Even if it meant you could never cross the river. Even if you would fade into nothing instead of rejoining the great everything.”


  Would I trade my eternity for one little boy and his tired parents? The infinite love of the universe for the fleeting, finite love of the living?


  “Yes.” It occurs to me what absolute horseshit it is that I spent the last thirteen years of my life on earth wanting to leave it and yet now, in death, I’ve found something worth staying for.


  Raz nods, unsurprised. “That’s what I thought.” There’s a wistful something in her eyes as she smiles at me. “You were a good reaper, Sam. Tough enough to do the work, soft enough to do it right—two hundred and twenty-one times. I’m sorry to lose you.”


  She sounds genuinely sorry for whatever it is she’s about to do to me. I wonder idly if it will hurt.


  “Could—could you assign Leon to this case, after I’m gone? He’s a good guy. I want Lawrence to be with someone who—”


  Raz is distracted, rooting in her jean pocket for something. “No.”


  “Why?”


  “Because Lawrence Harper is no longer under the jurisdiction of the Department of Death.” She hands me the thing from her pocket and adds, “And neither are you.”


  There’s a silent rushing of wings, a flick of heat, and Raz is gone. I blink around the yard, empty except for the dew-pearled lawn chair, the scattered plastic toys, the precious trash of the living.


  Then I look down at the cream-colored card in my hand: Sam Grayson, Junior Guardian, Department of Life.


  WOLFSBANE


  MARIA DAHVANA HEADLEY


  It’s winter when the wolf comes into our wood.


  Out there somewhere, a howl. Out there somewhere, a cry. In the dark woods beyond our house, something red is happening.


  I’m at the back of the stove, where it’s warm, wrapped in a cloth, swaddled. I nap in the dark, as the kitchen goes about its business, my sister singing over porridge, my mother singing over the coffee grinder. There’s a news channel on the screen, airing protests. My mother’s a baker. She has no time for laziness. She wakes at four every morning and begins the work of getting on with it. What kind of world is it out there? A complicated world. Even complicated worlds need bread.


  Somewhere a howl, somewhere a cry.


  “There’s a wolf out there,” says my mother, watching the screen, mixing a compote of summer-jarred peaches and antipathy, set to send to the ruler of the town three towns over, a man who’s banned feeding anyone but one’s own family. Outside his house, there’s hunger, and inside his house, there are, by report, seven women in chains.


  “Men are allowed their women in terrible times like these,” says the newscaster, a woman herself, after the protesters are arrested. “Men need their comforts. Let it all shake out after the fact.”


  My mother spits out the window, into a bed of glass, nails, and damages she keeps there.


  “There’ve always been wolves, in every town, in every wood, everywhere,” she says. “I’m out of patience with wolves.”


  My mother’s working at spears of rosemary, whittling them to points, and chopping mushrooms she’s grown on her own, under a log she put in the garden herself. Out there, she’s got snails, some poisonous, some delicious, some familiars. She’s got morels and oyster mushrooms, and she has real oysters, too, in a stream she’s diverted from a distance, a stream that so happens to be salt. She has ideas about her duty to the complicated world. Sometimes she makes complicated recipes look like simple ones. Sometimes a jellyroll is full of things other than sugar.


  My mother consorts with bats—she’s built them a manse—and with bees and their sweet curses, with bears and their oldest spells for berries, goose, gorse, and blue, black and rasped, straw and sour. My mother consults with foxes and rabbits, and they let her pluck their winter coats, and so, in this house, she spins the fox and rabbit yarn and we wear creamy knitted sweaters in the winter, unless my mother sends us out in red. She dyes that herself. Our capes and hoods are scarleted with madder from the garden, made into Turkey red by my mother with oak galls, sumac, and the blood of her enemies.


  My mother has plenty of enemies in the human realm, but in the animal kingdom, very few. Some, though, are crossovers. The wolves—both the ones with fur and the ones without—are the only ones who refuse to make peace with my mother. It’s been a long battle. She’s been at it since she was a girl. Sometimes they’ve surrounded her, on lake ice—she wears skates, and the blades are sharp enough to do anything they wish to do—or in the wood. Once, they got her in the city, caught her in an alley, five at once, and had their way with her, until they didn’t.


  “It was no real matter in the overall metrics of my existence, and that’s that,” said my mother. She needed their blood, anyway. Turkey red dye requires blood.


  My mother removes my swaddle and looks into my cradle. I’m there, breathing, and she breathes with me, then swings a fist and punches me hard. I collapse, gasp, grow again. This is how it’s done when a child is sourdough. I’ve been here before, poured from my vessel and stirred with flour, fed, fattened. My vessel, crackle-glazed clay, dates back a thousand years, but I’m much older than that. I don’t mind the process. Later, I’m out again, held in her hands, shaped, my body smooth and rising. She sings to me as she puts my eyes into their lids. I open them.


  “Summer blueberries,” she says. “From the garden of a bear named Flihk.”


  I look up at her. Tangled black hair and black eyes, a smile like a wooden spoon’s curve. A butcher’s apron made of woven metal. My mother carries a knife, sharpened to wolf-tooth gleam.


  Somewhere a howl, somewhere a cry. My mother tilts her head and listens, snorts, and pours herself a shot glass of homemade whisky. My mother makes her own bitters, of purple gentian and the tears of men. My mother distills spirits. The hall closet is full of goose down pillows and jars of ghosts, gentled into extracts for curing sore throats. My mother brews sweet and sour potions alike. She blows the glass to bottle them. She bargains out the beeswax to seal them. Sometimes she’s been a butcher, sometimes a baker. My mother, like all mothers, chops the wood and carries the water. A long time ago, my mother was a soldier, and she carried a gun. Now, she just carries the world.


  My mother has no tolerance, none at all, for wolves.


  The day continues. Snow outside. Winter birds in the trees, cackling. Somewhere a howl. Somewhere a cry. My mother fills me with honey, cinnamon, walnuts, and the dust of something strong, shapes me, presses me onto a pan. Cold metal slicked with salted butter, salt my mother harvested from her sea-stream. I shut my eyes and relax into this bed. The oven, woodfire, the searing heat, the blaze, the brightness as I’m forged, hard crust, soft center, like anything powerful, like anything wonderful. She brings me out. She wraps me in a red cloth and puts me in a basket.


  “To Grandmother’s house you go,” says our mother, as she buttons my sister into her black dress, as she ties a bow beneath the chin of her crimson hood, and out into the frozen world we go, my sister and I, on a mission.


  Through the dark woods we travel, past white starflowers and golden buttercups, past purple cones of wolfsbane, all spitting violently into bloom from out of the snow as we walk. Our mother’s magic walks with us.


  Somewhere, a howl. Somewhere a cry. The path to Grandmother’s house is marked with claw prints in the snow. I steam in my red blanket, the butter melting beside me, a jar of boysenberry jam, fruit bargained from a bear named Gilletrin for a bottle of tooth-soothing ghosts, and sixteen lullabies for her tiny, cream-pointed cub.


  My knife is tucked against my side, and I’m giving, just a little, but I don’t bleed. Bread doesn’t. Bread breathes. My sister swings me, and sings. We were made the same way, my sister and I, of flour and water, of wild yeast, of salt. We have a long memory, of battlefields and voyages. We’ve always been the women who trouble the wolves.


  Currants and cinnamon, molasses. Buttermilk and cream from the red hill cow our mother bargains with, bitter herbs, caraway and cloves, rosemary and fraises de bois, coriander and maple, each of us conceived in this kitchen. We travel out from our mother’s house, into other houses. We’re all over this forest, some of us still in this form, some of us shifted into others. We’re shipped out in packages, sent to senators, brought to those making bad decisions. Look at us, in our traditional red wrappings, all nurtured and baked in a little point-roofed house in the center of a dark wood. Daughter after daughter, sister after sister. We start out small, and then we grow.


  A howl. A cry. We call out from the yard of our grandmother’s cottage, where the roses fight furiously in the summer, but no one answers.


  My sister pushes at the door, and there she is, our grandmother, tall and in her white nightdress, a scarf, a shawl, a howl, a cry, muffled.


  “Welcome,” says our grandmother, but she isn’t a woman who welcomes. She’s a woman who speaks, when she speaks, in tongues. Our grandmother lights the oven and leaves it lit. She stands over the fire with her cauldron and her roses, and she counts the stars when they aren’t looking, names them, drops them in the soup. She has a team of planets tamed for harnessing to her sled, and when she travels, she puts them in their tracks, Jupiter and Venus, Pluto, Mercury in the lead. She stands on the back of the sled and shouts “Mush!” and off they go, our grandmother’s white hair streaming behind her like moonlight.


  “Welcome” is not her word.


  “What a deep voice you have,” says my sister. Our grandmother’s voice is normally a voice you’d find in song, the voice of wind whipping over wine, the voice of birds calling from far away. There is no growl in our grandmother, though she tears with her teeth when she sees fit. Our grandmother is a carnivore.


  “The better to greet you with,” says our grandmother, still in a voice that contains gravel and bones.


  Into Grandmother’s house we go. Here, the rug is rucked up and the chairs are toppled, and Grandmother’s guns are off the mantle and scattered. There are bullets gleaming on the floorboards, and there’s a machete with a bright blade on the cutting board. Here is Grandmother’s bulletproof vest and here are her boots, and here is her television, turned to a station full of wolves, a station we know our grandmother never looks at. She prefers to watch a gardening show.


  Here is the mattress, torn so its feathers are flying up into the air, and here is the quilt, a log cabin quilt made by our mother. The quilt—perhaps Grandmother does not see it—stands up from where it’s been flung and looks at Grandmother from underneath a fold. Then the quilt looks at us, and points at something on the floor.


  Here are Grandmother’s night-vision glasses, which we’re never allowed to wear when we sleep over. Sourdough can see in the dark, of course, and everyone out here knows it. The glasses are on the floor, where they’re not allowed to be, in the path of any step or stomp.


  “Grandmother,” says my sister. “Let me get your glasses for you!”


  But our grandmother bends to pick up her night-vision glasses herself, and she puts them onto her face. They don’t fit, not at all. Her eyes are tremendous and yellow-green, and in each eye is a silhouette of a tall pine tree stripped clean in a wildfire.


  “What big eyes you have, Grandmother,” says my sister.


  “The better to see you with,” says our grandmother, and pulls her shawl down a little lower over her brow. Her hands are gloved, and our grandmother never wears gloves. Our grandmother works barehanded, nails clipped close, hands callused and covered in burn scars. Our grandmother uses a chainsaw, a hammer, and a drill. She carves the corners from anything that looks sharp without her say-so. White gloves made of stretch satin would make her laugh, and once she began she would not stop, not until the entire forest was sawdust and every wolf in it a parched skeleton, all the fur and muscle gone, sent off in a cloud of scraps to the next village, or, if my grandmother was very amused indeed, over the ocean and all the way to France, where once she was a girl in a wood like this wood, and in that wood, she encountered a pack of wolves. We know this story well. It’s the story our mother told us as she braided our dough into long plaits, as she placed sugar teeth into our jaws and colored our lips Turkey red. We smacked our lips and tasted iron. We’re made of wolf blood, just as we’re made of flour and sour.


  “Once upon a time, in the woods,” my mother said, “your grandmother met some wolves. Out they marched, certain they’d have no trouble from her. She looked at them, all young and strong, all tall, their muscles made by boxing at night, the arches of their feet flattening as they walked toward her. Wolves, your grandmother knew, could look like any kind of thing. They had that in common with girls. Your grandmother had been drawing water at the well, and she had a bucket in her hand.”


  “What then?” we asked our mother, who was peeling bright red apples, a strip twisting from her knife and spinning down to touch the floor. The apples were for a pie. The pie was for a president. Our mother was sending him a gift.


  “‘Would you like a sip of water?’ your grandmother asked the wolves, and she held out her ladle, looking for all the world like a sweet little daughter of some neglectful father. The wolves were thirsty, yes, and they took a step closer to her, their tongues hanging out. Your grandmother tilted the ladle, and the first wolf began to drink.”


  Our mother finished peeling an apple. In her hand, the plump flesh was swelling, pale pink and striated with red, and we watched as the apple changed into something that was not an apple, but a girl instead, with black apple seeds in her eyes, and sweet juice dripping from her lips. She smiled at us. Then she folded herself into the piecrust, all knees and elbows, her dagger tucked between her thighs, and our mother rolled out the top crust and tucked her in beneath it.


  “Out of the ladle,” I said, “came a river, making its way from the North, where a spring had sprung suddenly up out of the tundra.”


  “Yes,” said my sister. “A river, rushing, whitewater, right into the mouth of the wolf. That wolf drowned as he stood there. But there were three more wolves behind the first. Their companion was a drenched fur on the ground, flat as a rug, but the three remaining wolves were still standing, and they drew their guns on Grandmother, and Grandmother was forced to run.”


  Our mother put the pie in the oven, and stood there for a moment, and then rapped her knuckles smartly on the oven door. “Fit to feed a wolf,” she said, poured herself a shot of applejack, and drank it. “You don’t starve wolves. You feed them. Properly. Just as I feed you girls, though on different ingredients.”


  “And then what happened?” I asked my mother. There were three wolves left.


  “You’ll have to ask Grandmother to tell you,” she said, and smiled. “Go there now and visit her. See if she needs anything at all.”


  Now, we stand in our grandmother’s house, and the log cabin quilt stands in the corner where the telephone is. The quilt sways and turns its face toward us.


  Our grandmother stretches her long white fingers, and the tips of her nails point through the satin. Wedding gloves, I think. Our grandmother never married, and neither did our mother. Who has need of marriage when there’s bread to bake, wild yeast floating in the air, ready for capture?


  “What big hands you have,” says my sister.


  “The better to embrace you with,” says Grandmother, and stretches her arms wide. There’s a crackling in her spine, and a twitching in her shoulders. On the television, wolves are standing in a room shouting about money and protections for their companies. I think about the man with seven women in his house, all of them chained in the rooms they tend. Men need their women, in times like these, I think, and wolves need feeding.


  My sister has the same idea. She unwraps my Turkey red napkin. Grandmother opens her mouth and smiles, and her teeth are long and pointed.


  “And what a big mouth you have,” says my sister.


  “The better to eat you with,” says the wolf in Grandmother’s clothing, and with that, he’s across the room in his nightie, his hands ungloved, his shawl drifting from his pointed ears, his jaw wide, his tongue slavering.


  He has me in his teeth, biting hard, and then he’s swallowing me. My sister follows a moment later, shaking her head as she descends, her knife in hand.


  “On with it,” she says. It’s dark in here. Somewhere below me is a white tendril, a braid, and I touch it with my fingertips.


  The wolf’s stomach tilts, and we feel the wolf reclining in our grandmother’s bed, pulling the log cabin quilt over himself. The wolf’s belly moves like the ocean, and we are oysters, swaying with the waves. I touch a dress, yes, a white dress, and fingers, callused, long and strong, the nails clipped, but the fingers don’t move in mine, even though I grasp them.


  All around us, the sound of a wolf snoring. We’re in the belly of the beast. Our mother taught us that we’re always passengers, that there’s always some larger horror we are, however inadvertently, inside. It’s our job to see just what wrongfulness we’re riding in, she says, and once we identify it, to smash it.


  I can hear the television from inside this wolf, a hearing, wolves discussing the dark state of the world, all of them granting each other cake as a reward for courage, even as they vote to deny food and medicine to the rest of the complicated world. Even as they vote again, for chains for some and liberty for others. I hear the sounds of a woman arriving to deliver dessert to the men in session, and I recognize her voice.


  I picture our sister, in her Turkey red fox-down cape, her arms loaded with pastry boxes, each one bearing a seal that says it’s come from someplace in the woods, an embossed sticker with a safe house on it, a gleaming golden roof, a ceramic jar filled with soldiers. It all looks folksy, in the way that makes people think the contents of these boxes must be healthy and delicious. None of them will offer her a tip, unless it’s for her blackberry eyes and red lips, her curves made of yeasted dough. They’ll see her shape and think her beautiful, and maybe some of them will speak to her about that, but none of them will thank her for her service as a soldier.


  “I’ve come to feed you,” I hear my sister say, and then I hear the wolves open their packages to eat, hunched over their microphones.


  What do wolves eat? Anything they can get. They’ll eat the wild world, the streams and mountains, the caves where the bears live. They’ll eat the rooms where women live, and the places where babies are born, and the places where babies aren’t born. They’ll eat whole countries.


  What do we eat? Anything we can get. We’ll eat the world too, the yeast drifting on the breeze, the dust from off the wings of butterflies, the San Francisco Bay, the rust from the bridge, the spilt beer, the broken heart, the spit on someone’s finger as she dips it in to stir. We’re made of the pollen of trees long extinct, the soil kicked up by horses and soldiers, the fruit that fell, the milk of goats that lived in the time of the gods, the blood of my mother’s enemies. The particles of clay from our crock, the breath of our bakers. We are made as much of the bodies of the witches of forty generations, as we are made of wheat.


  I am a girl in the shape of a loaf, a certainty made of wild yeast tended and traveling for nearly five thousand years, a sourdough warrior full of the ancient world and the present. I’m a story in girl form, a fable made into a loaf of bread. Be wary of what you unwrap, of red cloth, of the trills of songbirds, of the scent of honey bought from bees, of berries bought from bears. Birds, bears, and bees? They’re all on the side of things that rise.


  Sometimes you have to let the wolf eat you, if you want to see what’s inside it. We see the women the wolf has absorbed, the ways he’s used us, his thick fur and strong body, his accomplishments. This wolf came to the door with status, declarations, medals, degrees. This wolf arrived and rang my grandmother’s bell, and though everything in her house shouted at her, she was considering the planets and didn’t pay attention to what was walking in from the wood. Everyone makes mistakes. Sometimes witches are busy with the big things.


  Witches grown from a starter of sourdough can live for a long time between feedings. We begin to eat the wolf from the inside out. We’re surrounded by snores and by wolf dreams. We inhale. We exhale. In the wolf’s belly, my sister and I rise, pushing our hands into pink flesh, propping up the wolf’s stomach until it begins to give. I insert the point of my knife and press it through, just below the belly button until I can see a point of light. Even as we cut, though, I feel movement from outside the wolf, and hear a voice I know.


  “Girls?” says our mother. “The quilt came to see me. I assume you’re in there somewhere.”


  And with that, the wolf’s belly is torn open, and our mother is above us, chef’s knife in hand, metal apron on. The wolf snores on, fed on the sleeping dose my mother ground into my filling.


  I take my mother’s hand and step out, risen to full size on wolf by now, and my sister comes out behind me. Our mother makes a sound of fury, kneels, and reaches for our grandmother, pulling her out hand over hand, braids first, then pale hands and feet, then blue lips, then green eyes, made long ago of gooseberry.


  “What happened to the three wolves?” I asked my grandmother once, in this very kitchen, where the pots were full of meat aged in her own closet. And where did that meat come from? We never asked. “The ones that aimed their rifles at you, when you’d drowned their brother?”


  “Oh,” she said, and made a gesture suggesting a spiderweb being broken up in the air before her. “That old time.”


  “That old time,” I said, and my sister said, “Tell us how you killed the wolves, Grandmother.”


  “I didn’t,” said our grandmother. “There were too many of them, and in those days, I only had the magic of a little girl, not enough to save the world.”


  My sisters and I looked at our grandmother, and imagined our own ladles, our own buckets, the water we’d carry, the wood we’d chop, the work we’d do.


  “I could run, though, faster than the usual girl, because I was a witch. The wolves chased after me, bent on killing me, for I’d killed their brother, and he deserved comfort in these hard times, he deserved his share of the world’s women to do his work and clean his kitchen, to decorate his bed and bear him children. I had his skin slung over my shoulder, wet fur, and behind me there was a trail of wolf blood, because I’d begun to eat their brother for lunch. I’d torn off a leg and gnawed it, and none of the wolves liked that one bit. I ran down the banks of the river, and found a group of laundresses, scrubbing sheets in the current, girls from my village, their hands rough and their hair braided tightly. Listen, if you like, granddaughters, you can hear the laundresses singing as they scrub blood out of the sheets.”


  We paused and listened, and our grandmother was right. The voices of the laundresses rose around us, singing loudly, bright and furious, scrubbing blood from plain cotton and linen, bleaching the bedsheets back to blank slates.


  “And the laundresses saved you,” said my sister.


  “The laundresses saved me,” said my grandmother. “They stretched their sheets and held them taut and I ran across the river. The wolves held their guns to the heads of the laundresses, but everyone knows that laundries used to be where they sent you if you were pregnant and they wanted to steal your baby. Everyone but wolves knows that laundresses took the laundries back somewhere along the line and became the ones who dispose of wolves. The laundresses stretched the sheets across the river again, and told the wolves to cross the bleached bridge they’d made of cotton and linen, embroidered edges, all stitched with red roses sewn out of the heat of summer. The three wolves in their uniforms stood for a moment on the bank, worried about the water, then kicked off their boots and knotted the laces together, rolled up their cuffs and stepped onto the bridge of sheets. Listen, if you like, girls, to what the laundresses said.”


  We listened, and yes, we could just hear them, the laundresses laughing. “Come, wolves,” they called. “Cross here, where the water is shallow, come, wolves, cross here on this bridge, and we will hold you safe and sound, like we’re your own sweet mothers.”


  We felt better, hearing the laundresses. We save each other, was the moral of that story, and though that moral might have been a moral made a long time ago, by bakers and laundresses, by those who bargain with bears and bees, by wives locked in rooms by their husbands, by daughters walking alone in the woods, it was still the truth.


  “In the center of the river,” my grandmother said, “where the water was coldest and deepest, the laundresses let the three wolves stand on the bridge of sheets, slavering, waiting for the moment they could get their hands into my hair. They grinned, looking across the water at the murdering girl on the bank, and then the laundresses let go of the sheets, and the wolves were washed into the current and swept screaming away, their arms akimbo, their bellies distended with water, their noses full of salt as the sea towed them under to be food for sharks.”


  “Is that the end?” I asked my grandmother.


  She didn’t answer me. Instead, she shouted to her team of planets, and went out into the yard, cape flapping, white hair whipping in the wind, ready to put them in their traces and be about her business someplace other than a dark wood full of wolves and witches and granddaughters.


  Now, my brilliant mother bends over her brilliant mother, broken into pieces on the floor of her own house, claw marks in her arms and cheeks, her heart opened by teeth, her skull marked by gnawing. Her bones are splintered and her skin is torn. Her white nightdress is stained, and the pale paisleys on her shawl have gone pink.


  We wait for our mother to save her mother, but she doesn’t. She unbraids her hair and spreads it out across the floor. Out of the corner comes the log cabin quilt, and it wraps around both women. She lets it hold her, then kneels over the body and cries for a moment. Then, of course, because she is our mother, she stands up straight and tall, and gets on with it.


  “Rocks,” she says, and we get on with it too. Out to the garden wall, where the roses are suddenly blooming, dark red and fragrant, where the bees are suddenly swarming, bright golden sparks of light, where the strawberries are suddenly juice beneath our feet, where the birds are singing as though their hearts will break.


  We bring them in two at a time, the biggest rocks we can find, and pack the wolf full, and my mother stitches him up with a curved needle and waxed thread, and knots each stitch, folds it and tucks it until the wolf is smocked down his center, elegantly finished, like a sundress for a girl in a summer mood. The wolf sleeps on.


  Over the fire, our mother boils a giant pot of water, and we hear it rattling over the flames. She says nothing to us as she hauls it from the hearth and carries it to the copper tub in our grandmother’s bathroom, and says nothing as she pours it into the tub, and says nothing as she returns to the room we’re in, and picks up our broken grandmother in her white nightdress. She gently places her mother in the tub, with her a bucket of blood from the wolf, and with all that, a handful of oak galls.


  “Stir,” she says to me and to my sister, and hands us each a broomstick. “The mordant makes the color hold, and all of her must be bitten before we’re done.”


  She leaves the room, and we hear her changing the channels on the television, moving over the news of the complicated world, the meetings of men out there, an item about a roomful of men who’ve choked on pastry and found themselves speaking in new voices, changing their votes and shifting their opinions for the record.


  We stir our grandmother, limp and drifting. We stir her like laundresses in reverse, making the blood stains stay, sealing them to the cotton and the silk, turning what was pale into something crimson. Now she’s dressed in a Turkey red dress, and now she’s wearing a Turkey red shawl, and now her long white hair is scarlet, and now her lips are burgundy. And now, in the tub, all red, all bright, our grandmother is whole again, though changed, a witch made of wolf blood and water, of oak galls and her granddaughters’ fingers, pinching into her bath the wild culture of sourdough started thousands of years ago. Our mother comes in and pours honey from a comb, and outside the bees are orbiting, and in the yard, bears are trundling past, bringing berries, and some of those go into the bath too.


  In the other room, the wolf is waking, his belly full of boulders. He blinks, and sits up, and our mother looks at him, a look we know. She’s been awake since four in the morning. She’s done with trouble now. The wolf stands. He puts his clothes back on. He walks out the door, heavier than he came in, stumbling, heaving, carrying the weight of women, granite and marble, ancient clay. He walks down the road, back toward the town. And now, in the tub, our grandmother opens her eyes, green berries from seasons long since parched. She rises, her hands on the sides of the bath, her skin like sheets fresh from the laundry, her hair like skeins of silk.


  We rise with her. We help her from the bath, and walk her, steady, into the room, where we sit down, at last, to dinner. Jam and rolls, cured meats, cheeses from the goats, wine from the grapes down the hill. As we eat, our sisters join us, walking down the road from every town they’ve been to, all in their red hoods and capes, all with their baskets empty.


  “Is that the end of the story?” I ask my mother this time.


  “That’s never the end,” she says. “You never finish all the wolves in the world. But they never finish all of us either.”


  My mother shakes our vessel in her hand, and my grandmother braids her hair back into coils, and the bees, drowsy now, return to their hive, and the bears return to their caves, and outside the window it’s snowing again, and the fire in here is roaring up, and we breathe in and out, our breath sweet as honey, our bodies made to thrive. We wrap ourselves in log cabin quilts, and feel the quilts embracing us as we fall asleep. Morning will be coming soon.


  There will be another 4:00 a.m., and in it, the coffee will be ground, the bowl behind the stove will be warming. Even now, the wild song of everything on earth is in the drifting dust, dried blood, wolf fur. Into the bowl it goes, making someone new.


  “What do you do when the wolves aren’t finished?” asks my sister.


  “Rise,” says my mother, quietly for now, though sometimes she screams these words. Sometimes we scream them too. Sometimes we march, and raise our fists high, but today we stay inside while it snows. We sleep, and read, and wait for the moment when we’ll change the world.


  My mother stretches her hands, smoothing them over a scarlet quilt, counting stitches, and somewhere outside a wolf falls to his knees, his belly full of stones.


  “We rise, and we rise, and we rise.”


  FOR SALE BY OWNER


  ELIZABETH HAND


  I can’t remember exactly when I first started entering houses while the owners weren’t around. Before my children were born, so that’s at least thirty-five years ago. It started in the fall, when I used to walk my old English sheepdog, Winston, down one of the camp roads on Taylor Pond. That road is more built up now with new summer houses and even a few year-round homes, but back then there were only two houses that were occupied all year. The rest, maybe a dozen all together, were camps or cottages, uninsulated and very small, certainly by today’s standards. They straggled along the lakefront, some in precarious stages of decay, the others neatly kept up with shingles or board-and-batten siding. These days you couldn’t build a structure that close to the waterfront, but eighty or ninety years ago, no one cared about things like that.


  Anyway, Winston and I would amble along the dirt road for an hour or two at a time, me kicking at leaves, Winston snuffling at chipmunks and red squirrels. This would be after I got off work at the CPA office where I answered the phone, or on weekends. The pond was beautiful—a lake, really, they just called it a pond—and sometimes I’d watch loons or otters in the water, or a bald eagle overhead. I never saw another living soul except for Winston. No cars ever went by—those two year-round homes were at the head of the road.


  I’m not sure why I decided one day just to walk up to one of the camps and see if the door was open. Probably I was looking at the water, and the screened-in porch, and got curious about who lived inside. Although to be honest, I really wasn’t interested in who lived there. I just wanted to see what the inside looked like.


  I tried the screen door. It opened, of course—who locks their screen door? Then I tried the knob on the inner door, and it opened, too. I told Winston to wait for me and went inside.


  It looked pretty much like any camp does, or did. Small rooms, knotty pine walls, exposed beams. One story, with a tiny bathroom and a metal shower stall. Tiny kitchen with a General Electric fridge that must’ve dated to the early 1960s, its door held open by a dishrag wrapped around the handle. Two small bedrooms with two beds apiece. The living room was the nicest, with big old mullioned windows, a door that opened onto the screened porch. The kind of furniture you find in camps—secondhand stuff, or chairs and side tables demoted from the primary residence. A big coffee table; shelves holding boxes of games and puzzles, paperbacks that had swollen with damp. Stone fireplace with a small pile of camp wood beside it. On the walls, framed Venus paint-by-numbers paintings of deer or mountains.


  Camps had a particular smell in those days. Maybe they still do. Mildew, coffee, cigarette smoke, woodsmoke, Comet. It’s a nice smell, even the mildew if it’s not too strong. I spent a minute or two gazing at the lake through the windows. Then I left.


  The next camp was pretty much the same thing, though with two canoes by the water instead of one, the dock pulled out alongside them. The door was unlocked. There were more games here, also a wrapped-up volleyball net and a plastic Wiffle ball bat. Children’s bathing suits hanging in the bathroom. Nicer furniture, scuffed up but newer-looking, blond wood. The chairs and table and couch looked like they’d been bought as a set. The view here wasn’t as open as at the first house, because some tamaracks had grown too close to the windows. But it was still nice, with the children’s artwork displayed on the walls, and a framed photograph of Cadillac Mountain.


  I made sure the door closed securely behind me and continued walking. Winston stopped chasing squirrels and seemed content to stay beside me. I idly plucked leaves and sticks from his tangled fur, making a mental note to give him a thorough brushing when I got home, maybe a bath.


  For the next hour or so it was more of the same. Only about half of the camps were unlocked, though all the screened porch doors were open. In those cases, I’d check out the view from the porch, angling among stacked-up wicker or plastic furniture, folded lawn chairs, life preservers, and deflated water toys. On one porch, the door to the living room was open, so I got to take a look at that.


  There was a pleasant sameness to the decor of all these places, if you could call it decor, and an even more reassuring sense of difference between how people spruced up their little havens. A tiny, handmade camp that consisted of only a single room had fishing gear in the corner, a huge moose rack over the door, and a six-point deer rack on the outhouse. In the neighboring shingle cottage, almost every surface was covered by something crocheted or handwoven or knit or quilted, and the air smelled strongly of cigarettes and potpourri.


  I took stock of each place, and considered how I might move around the furniture, or what trees I’d cut down. Once or twice I recognized the name on the door, or a face in a faded family photograph. I never opened any drawers or cabinets or took anything. I wouldn’t have dreamed of that. Like I said, I just wanted to see what they looked like inside.


  Finally we reached the end of the camp road. Winston was tired and the sun was getting low, besides which I never walked any farther than this. So we turned round and walked back to the head of the camp road, and then onto the paved road, where I’d left my old Volvo parked on the grass. Winston hopped into the back and we went home. I spent about an hour brushing him but didn’t bother with the bath. He really hated baths.


  For the rest of that autumn, I’d occasionally walk along different camp roads in town and do the same thing. By the time Thanksgiving arrived, my curiosity had been sated. As the days grew darker and colder, I walked Winston close to home. A year later I married Brandon, and a year after that our daughter was born.


  By the time I started walking again, a decade had passed. The old dog had died, and we never got another. I walked with other women now, the mothers of my children’s classmates. I grew close to one in particular, Rose. We began walking when our boys were nine or ten years old, and continued doing so for almost thirty years. Like me, Rose liked to walk along the camp roads, where there were few cars, though in summer the mosquitoes were terrible, and over the decades we learned to be increasingly mindful of ticks.


  Rose was small and cheerful and talked a lot. Local gossip, family news. Sometimes we’d rant about politics. Our friend Helen joined us occasionally. She walked faster than Rose and I, so there’d be less conversation when the three of us were together. Over the years, Rose, like me, had stopped coloring her hair. I went mousy gray but Rose’s grew in the color of a new nickel. Helen continued to dye her hair, though it wasn’t as blond as it had been. Our husbands were all friendly, and the six of us often got together for dinners or bonfires or the Super Bowl.


  So it was odd that I had known Rose for almost a quarter century before I learned that she, too, liked exploring empty houses. We were walking on the dirt road that runs along Lagawala Lake. It was late fall, and the weather had been unseasonably cold for about a week. There were few houses along the camp road, all clustered at the far end, all vacated till the following summer—we knew that because we’d gotten in the habit of peering through the windows. I never mentioned my old habit, though once or twice, when Rose wasn’t looking, I’d test the door of a cottage. But everyone kept their houses locked now.


  About halfway down the road someone from out of state had bought a huge parcel of the lakefront, where for the last ten years they’d been building a vast compound. We both knew some of the contractors who’d worked there at some point—stonemasons, builders, roofers, electricians, plumbers, heating and cooling experts, carpenters—and they told us what was inside the various shingle-style mansions and outbuildings that had been erected. An indoor swimming pool, a billiards room, a separate building devoted to a screening room, with a bar designed to look like an English pub. A miniature golf course with bronze statues at every hole. The caretaker had his own Craftsman cottage, bigger than my house.


  Most extravagant of all was an outdoor carousel housed in its own building. Electronically controlled curtains kept us from ever being able to see what this looked like inside. There was also a hideous, two-story-high, blaze-orange cast-resin sculpture of a plastic duck. In nearly a decade, we never saw any sign that someone had occupied the house or property, other than the caretaker.


  One winter day early in the construction, when the mansion had been closed in and roofed but none of the interior work had been done, Rose and I halted to stare up at it. Work had stopped for the winter.


  “That is a disgusting waste of money,” I said.


  “You’re not kidding. They’re heating it, too.”


  “Heating it? The windows aren’t even in.”


  “I know. But the heat’s blasting inside.”


  “How do you know?”


  “Cause I’ve been in a bunch of times. The doors are all open. Want to see?”


  I glanced down the road, toward the caretaker’s house. A thick stand of evergreens screened us from it. Besides, if anyone caught us, what would they do? We were two respectable middle-aged ladies who’d served on town committees and contributed to dozens of bake sales.


  “Sure,” I said, and we went inside.


  It was warm as a hotel room in there. Tens of thousands of dollars’ worth of tools and materials had been left in the various rooms—elec-trical wiring, sheetrock, tools, shop-vacs, you name it. We wandered around for a while, but I lost interest fairly quickly. There were no furnishings, and the lake view was nice but not spectacular. I also wondered if the owners had installed some kind of security system.


  “We better go,” I said. “They might have CCTV or something.”


  Rose shrugged. “Yeah, okay. But it’s fun, isn’t it?”


  “Yeah,” I said, and we returned to the road. After few seconds I added, “I used to do that sometimes, on the camp roads. Go into houses when no one was there.”


  “No!” Rose exclaimed so loudly that at first I thought she was horrified. “Me too! For years.”


  “Really?”


  “Sure. No one ever used to lock their doors. It was fun. I never did anything.”


  “Me neither.”


  After that, we’d compare notes whenever we passed a house we had entered. Rose knew more about the owners than I did, but then she knew more people in town than me. Sometimes, when Helen walked with us, we’d forget and mention a camp we’d both been inside.


  “How do you know these people?” Helen asked me.


  “I don’t,” I said. “I just like looking in their windows.”


  “Me too,” said Rose.


  Last October, the three of us took a long afternoon walk, not on one of the camp roads but a sparsely populated paved road that runs from our village center up the neighboring mountainside. We call it Mount Kilden; it’s actually a hill. We drove in my car to where there’s a pull-out and parked, and then started to walk. Helen with her long legs strode a good ten feet in front of Rose and me, and looked over her shoulder to shout her contributions to our conversation.


  “If you want to talk you’re going to have to slow down,” I finally yelled.


  Helen halted, shaking her head. “You both should walk with Tim—I have to run to keep up with him.”


  I said, “If I ran I’d have a heart attack.”


  Helen laughed. “Good thing I know CPR,” she said, and once more started walking like she was in a race.


  The paved road up Mount Kilden runs for about four miles, then does a dogleg, and turns into an old gravel road that continues for another mile or two before it ends abruptly in a pull-out surrounded by towering pines. A rough trail ran from the pull-out to the top of Mount Kilden, with a spectacular view of the lakes, Agganangatt River, and the real mountains to the north. The trail was used by locals who made a point of not telling people from away about it. It had been a decade since I’d walked that path.


  A hundred and fifty years ago, most of this was farmland, including a blueberry barren. Now woodland has overtaken the fields: tall maples and oaks, birch and beech, white pine, hemlock, impassable thorny blackberry vines. The autumn leaves were at their peak, gold and scarlet and yellow against a sky so blue it made my eyes hurt. Goldenrod and aster and Queen Anne’s lace bloomed along the side of the road. Somewhere far away a dog barked, but up here you couldn’t hear a single car. Our pace had slackened, and even Helen slowed to admire the trees.


  “It’s so beautiful up here,” she said. “We should walk here more often. Why don’t we walk here more often?”


  I groaned. “Maybe because I’d have a heart attack every time we did?”


  “We can go back if you want,” said Rose, and patted my arm.


  “No, I’m fine. I’ll just walk slowly.”


  Within a few minutes, we all started to walk more slowly. The woods had retreated from the road here: we could see more sky, which gave the impression we were much higher than we really were. Old stone walls snaked among the trees, marking boundaries between farms and homesteads that had long since disappeared. Nothing remained of the houses except for cellar holes, and the trees that had been planted by their front doors—always a pair, one lilac and one apple tree, the lilacs now forming dense stands of gray and withered green, the apple trees still bearing fruit.


  I picked one. It tasted sweet and slightly winey—a cider apple. I finished it and tossed the core into the woods, and hurried after the others.


  “Look,” said Helen, pointing to where the trees thinned out ever more, just past a curve in the dirt road. “Don’t you love that house? When Tim and I used to hike up here, we always said we’d buy it and live there someday.”


  “We did too!” exclaimed Rose in delight. “Hank loved that house. I loved that house.”


  They both glanced at me, and I nodded. “I never came here with Brandon, but oh yes. It’s a beautiful house.”


  Laughing, Rose broke into an almost-run. Helen followed and quickly passed her. After a minute or two, I caught up with them.


  A broad lawn swept down to the road. The grass looked like it hadn’t been mowed in a few weeks, but it hadn’t been neglected to the point where weeds or saplings had taken root. Brilliant crimson leaves carpeted it, from an immense maple tree that towered in the middle of the lawn. Thirty or so feet behind the tree stood a house. Not an old farmhouse or Cape Cod, which you’d expect to find here, and not a Carpenter Gothic, either. This was a Federal-style house, almost square and two stories tall, with lots of big windows, white clapboard siding, and two brick chimneys. You don’t see a whole lot of Federal houses in this area, and I’d guess this one was built in the early 1800s. There was no sign of a barn or other outbuildings. No garage, though that’s not so unusual. We don’t have a garage, either. Blue and purple asters grew along its front walls, and the tall gray stalks of daylilies that had gone by.


  The house appeared vacant—no curtains in the windows, no lights—but it had been kept up. The white paint was weathered but not too bad. The granite foundation hadn’t settled. The chimneys were intact and didn’t seem in need of repointing. I walked up to the front door and tried the knob.


  It turned easily in my hand. I looked back to catch Rose’s eye, but she was heading around the side of the house. A moment later I heard her cry out.


  “Marianne, look!”


  I left the door and walked to the side of the house, where Rose pointed at a sign leaning against the wall.


  FOR SALE BY OWNER.


  “It’s for sale,” she said, almost reverently.


  “It was for sale.” Helen picked up the sign and hefted it—handmade of plywood painted white and nailed to a stake. “They probably took it off the market after Labor Day.”


  I stepped closer to examine it. The words FOR SALE BY OWNER were neatly painted in black letters. Beneath, someone had scrawled a phone number in Magic Marker. The numbers had blurred together from the rain. I didn’t recognize the area code.


  “I wonder what they’re asking for it,” said Helen, and leaned the sign back against the house.


  “A lot,” I said. Real estate here has gone through the roof in the last ten years.


  “Well, I don’t know.” Rose stepped back and stared up at the roofline, straight as though drawn by a ruler on the sky. “It’s kind of far from everything.”


  “There is no ‘far from anything’ in this town,” I retorted. “And people who move here, they want privacy.”


  “Then why hasn’t it sold?”


  “If the owner’s selling it, it might not be listed anywhere. Nobody drives up here except locals. And the season’s over, it’s off the market now anyway. That’s why they took down the sign.” I gestured to the front of the house. “The door’s open. Want to look inside?”


  “Of course,” said Rose, and grinned.


  Helen frowned. “That’s trespassing.”


  “Only if we get caught,” I replied.


  We headed to the front door. I pushed it open it and we went inside, entering a small anteroom that would be a mudroom if anyone lived there, and cluttered with boots and coats and gear. Now it was empty and spotless. We stepped cautiously through another doorway, into what must have been the living room.


  “Wow.” Rose’s eyes widened. “Look at this.”


  I blinked, shading my eyes. Bright as it had been outside, here it was even brighter. Sunlight streamed through the large windows. The hardwood floors were so highly polished they looked as though someone had spilled maple syrup on them. The ceiling was high, the walls unadorned with moldings or wainscoting, and painted white. I walked to one wall and laid my hand against it, the surface smooth and slightly warm to the touch. I rapped it gently with my knuckles. Plaster, not drywall, and smooth as a piece of glass. Not what I’d expect to find in a house this old, where the plaster should be cracked or pitted. It must have been refinished not long ago.


  I turned to Rose and Helen. “Someone’s spent a lot of money here.”


  “It doesn’t look like anyone’s ever been here,” replied Helen. She was crouched in one corner. “Not for ages. Look—this is the only electrical outlet in this room, and must be almost a hundred years old.”


  Helen and Rose wandered off. I could hear them laughing and exclaiming in amazement at what they found: an old-fashioned hand pump in the kitchen sink, water closet rather than a modern toilet. I stayed in the living room, enchanted by the light, which had an odd clarity. An empty room in a house this old should be filled with dust motes, but the sun pouring through the windows appeared almost solid. You hear about golden sunlight: this really did look solid, so much so that I took a step into the center of the room and swept my hand through the broad sunbeam that bisected the empty space. I felt nothing except a faint warmth.


  “We’re going upstairs!” Rose yelled from another room.


  I left the living room with reluctance—the days had grown shorter, soon it would be dark, and that nice sunlight would be gone—but the hallway was nearly as bright, illuminated by glass sidelights beside the door and a half-moon fanlight above it. A single round window halfway up the steps made it easy to find my way to where Helen and Rose waited on the second-floor landing.


  “I’m ready to make an offer,” Rose announced, and laughed. “Did you see how big those rooms downstairs are?”


  I nodded. “You’d have to modernize everything.”


  “Oh, I know. I’m just daydreaming. But it’s all so beautiful.”


  “I can’t believe what good shape it’s in,” said Helen, whose husband was a carpenter. “I wonder who’s kept it up? I mean, someone can’t have been living here—no appliances.”


  “Big pantry, though,” said Rose.


  She turned and walked down the hall. Three doors opened onto it, each leading into a bedroom. The largest overlooked the road we’d walked up, with a heart-stopping view of trees in full autumn flame and the distant line of mountains. The other two rooms were smaller but still good-sized, bigger than our master bedroom at home. One looked up the slope of Mount Kilden, to the rocky outcropping up top called the Maidencliff, for a young girl who died there in the 1880s. She’d been picnicking with her family in the blueberry barren when her hat blew off, and she tumbled to her death as she chased after it. In the other bedroom, you had a view of Lagawala Lake, which from here looked much larger than it did when Rose and I walked along the camp roads there.


  “This would be my room,” I said, though no one was listening. The three of us went from one room to the next and then back again, passing each other in the hallway and sharing observations.


  “No bathroom—what would that have been like?”


  “No heat, either.”


  “There’s a floor register in the main bedroom. I guess the kids would just freeze.”


  “They would probably have been two or three to a bed, back then,” said Helen, who had six grown or nearly grown children. “That might have helped.”


  “No lights, though.” I looked at the ceiling. “It would have been dark at night.”


  “Yeah, but they’d have candles and lanterns and things like that. And people went to bed early then, too. Farmers, they have to get up at like three a.m.”


  “I don’t think this was a farm,” I said, and peered out the window. “No fields or barns.”


  Rose shook her head. “They could have owned all this land—it could all have been farms.”


  “Maybe,” I said.


  But I doubted it. Every farmhouse I’ve ever been in was sprawling and slightly ramshackle and comfortably messy—low-beamed ceilings, wood floors scuffed and uneven, walls dinged up where kids had kicked them and showing evidence of having been painted and wallpapered numerous times over the years. The rooms opened one onto another and tended to be small, with few windows. And once they could afford it, farmers usually adopted new technology—electricity, milking machines, anything that would make their lives easier.


  Electric lights and outlets would have marred the clean lines and planes of this house. I’ve been in plenty of old houses that have been up-to-dated, as the old timers put it, and ruined in the process.


  Not this one. The bedrooms seemed to be almost perfectly square. Even the upstairs hallway felt square, though of course that was impossible. This symmetry could have felt restrictive, even claustrophobic. Instead, the plain white walls and warm-toned floors and carefully ordered doorways made me feel not calm, exactly, but quietly exhilarated. Like back when my husband, Brandon, and I would go to see a movie in the theater and we knew beforehand that it would be good and make us forget about everything else for a few hours. The house made me feel something like that.


  “You know what else is weird?” asked Rose. “The way it smells.”


  “It smells fine.” Helen glanced at me. “I don’t smell any mildew, do you, Marianne?”


  “No,” I said. “But she’s right, that’s what’s weird—it doesn’t smell like mildew, or mice, or anything like that. And it doesn’t smell like paint, either, or polyurethane on the floors.”


  We all took a final circuit of the three rooms, and then trooped downstairs. Rose walked over to the brick fireplace—a Rumford fireplace, its angled sides designed to throw heat back into the living room. The hearth was immaculately clean, and so was the cast-iron bake oven set into the bricks. Rose opened and closed the oven door with a soft clang.


  “You know what we should do?” she asked and looked at us expectantly. “We should have a sleepover here.”


  I said, “I’m in.”


  Helen hesitated. “Someone would see us. People are still hiking up here.”


  “They’re not hiking at night,” said Rose.


  “No one would see us,” I said. “If we just have flashlights, no one’s going to notice.”


  Helen mulled this over. “It’s going to be cold.”


  “It’s cold in the state park lean-tos when we camp there in the fall.”


  “But there we can have a fire.”


  “Don’t be a wuss,” said Rose. “We can tell the boys we’re having a girls’ night in one of the lean-tos, if there’s an emergency or something they’ll call us and we can head home.”


  “It’ll be fun,” I said, and looked out the window behind us. The sun had edged to the crest of Mount Kilden. The magical squares of gold light had shrunk to the size of a laptop screen. “It’ll be an adventure. I’ve always wanted to do something like this.”


  “Breaking and entering?” Helen frowned.


  “The door was unlocked,” said Rose. “Technically it would be civil trespassing—criminal trespassing means you broke in. If we come back here, and it’s locked, then we’ll just turn around and go home. Even if we did get caught, it’s only around a hundred-dollar fine.”


  Helen looked at her in disbelief. “How do you know so much about this?”


  “I told you, I’ve always wanted to do it. Didn’t you ever think about it when you were a kid?”


  “Yes,” Helen said. “But we’re all sixty years old.”


  “That’s why it’s so important that we do it now,” said Rose.


  “I’ll bring wine,” said Helen, and we all cheered.


  I lowered my gaze to watch the last slim bars of light slide across the floor. For a few moments no one spoke. At last Helen said, “I’ve got to go home and get dinner going.”


  “Me too,” said Rose, and they walked to the front door. I stared at the empty room, its white walls graying as twilight fell, the glowing floorboards now charcoal. It still looked beautiful, and my exhilaration became a sort of quiet expectancy. I rested my hand against the wall again, saying good-bye, and followed the others outside.


  We decided to have our sleepover the following Saturday night. The weather was supposed to be good, which meant there would be hikers on the summit trail, but we didn’t plan to go to the house until sunset, which would be right before six. If we saw any cars parked in either of the pull-outs, we’d just wait till they were gone, and then drive up. We told our husbands we’d be camping at a lean-to in the state park, something we’d done many times over the years.


  “Don’t get eaten by a bear,” Brandon warned me as I left. “What time will you be back?”


  “Early, maybe ten or so? Helen goes to church. We’ll all probably leave when she does.”


  “You should have gone before now—it’s getting dark.”


  “We’ll be fine,” I said, and kissed him good-bye.


  I went out to the car and put my things in the back. The day had been warm and sunny, in the sixties, but the air had already grown chilly. I knew it would get colder, so I’d brought my ultralight sleeping bag, good for temps down to the thirties; also my pillow and a backpack with three sandwiches I’d bought at the general store, a big bag of chips, cookies, and a couple of water bottles. I beeped as I pulled away from the house, and drove at a respectable speed. We don’t have a police force in our town, only the occasional statie on rotation, but this would be a bad time to run into one of them.


  I’d arranged to pick up Rose, then Helen, so we’d only have one car.


  “It’s going to be cold.” I eyed Rose’s sleeping bag, one of those flannel-lined camp bags that’s really just meant to be used indoors.


  “I’m wearing layers. Plus, hot flashes.”


  “Did you bring the wine?” I asked Helen when we picked her up.


  “Of course.”


  We drove through town, everything quiet as always, and dark except for the streetlight by the general store. The darkness deepened as I pulled onto the winding road up Mount Kilden, my headlights illuminating trees that seemed slightly threatening as their branches moved in the wind. Dead leaves swirled across the road, and a pair of laser-green eyes flashed in the headlights, like bits of glass. Something stirred in the underbrush, too big for a fox or porcupine. A bobcat, maybe.


  I slowed the car to a crawl. I don’t see well in the dark anymore—I should have let Helen drive; she’s a few years younger and has better night vision. I steered carefully between potholes and ruts, keeping an eye out for deer. Rose and Helen chattered in the back seat, laughing at something Helen said. I smiled, even though I wasn’t paying attention and hadn’t heard the joke.


  It took us twice as long to reach the end of the road as it had the last time. There were no cars in the pull-out. I backed in, turned on the dome light, and opened the trunk so we could gather our things, and then kept the headlights on so we could see our way to the house.


  “No, don’t,” said Rose. “Turn them off. I want to look at the sky for a minute. It’ll be fine.”


  I nodded, and we stood outside for a few minutes. It was much colder now, and I shivered as I craned my neck to look at the sky above Mount Kilden. The stars looked bright as a string of LED lights, much bigger than they appeared down in the village. I heard wind high up in the trees. In the distance, an owl hooted twice.


  “Okay, I’m cold,” announced Helen. “Let’s go.”


  We all switched on flashlights and trooped to the door. Rose went first, pausing with her hand on the knob. “What’s if it’s locked?”


  “Then we go home,” I replied. I tried not to sound too excited by that prospect, but it really was much colder than I’d expected, and while it was only getting on for seven, I was tired.


  But the knob turned easily under Rose’s hand. I heard a click, followed by a sweeping sound as she pushed the door open.


  “We’re home!” she sang out, as Helen and I walked in behind her. I hesitated, and then closed the door. Immediately I felt better—safer, even though the three of us were alone in a dark empty house, and trespassing at that.


  “Hang on,” said Helen, and I heard her rummaging in her backpack. Seconds later, light filled the room as she held up a large brass hurricane lantern. Tim had given it to her as a thirtieth anniversary present. She crossed to the fireplace and set it on the mantle. “Let there be light.”


  We set down our sleeping bags, pillows, and other gear in the center of the room, a few feet from the fireplace. It felt distinctly warmer in here, or at least less cold. I took out my own lantern, much smaller than Helen’s—plastic, not brass, but with a powerful LED light—and set it on the mantle beside hers. Rose did the same with the lamp she’d brought. We each had our own flashlight as well, and our cell phone lights.


  I unrolled my sleeping bag, folding it over to make a comfortable place to sit, and dug through my backpack for the food I’d bought at the general store. Three sandwiches, one tuna salad, two Italian. Also the bag of fancy sea-salt-and-vinegar chips, and three ginger-molasses cookies. Those cookies are huge, probably we could have split one between the three of us, and god knows I don’t need the extra calories. But it was a special occasion, so I splurged.


  I sat on my sleeping bag and lined up the sandwiches, cookies, and bag of chips in front of me. Rose had scooted over to the fireplace and was fiddling with something there. A match flared in her hand, and she began to light a number of little votive candles.


  “There!” she said, pleased, and got to her feet. “Now we can actually see.”


  I was surprised at what a difference those little candles made. Combined with the lanterns on the mantle, they lit up the entire room.


  I could even read the labels on the different sandwiches.


  “Everyone warm enough?’ asked Helen. “I brought an extra hoodie and a big scarf.”


  Rose nodded. She wore a bulky sweater under her fleece jacket, also a knit cap. I pointed at the cap.


  “That was a good idea.”


  “Remember that time we froze our butts off at the lean-to? I learned my lesson then.” Rose sat cross-legged on her sleeping bag and pulled it up over her legs like a blanket. “I’m starving. Where’s the food?”


  I handed out the sandwiches, opened the bag of chips, and set it on the floor. I knew that Rose and Helen liked tuna fish, but there had only been one tuna fish sandwich left, so they each took half. Helen produced a screw-top bottle of red wine and three plastic cups. She handed the cups around, and then filled each one.


  “To us,” she said, holding hers up.


  “And the house,” added Rose, and we clicked our cups together.


  We ate the sandwiches by candlelight and lamplight, reminiscing about camping trips, snowstorms, power outages.


  “This is so much better!” Rose exclaimed. “I’d do this all the time if I could.”


  “Really?” Helen raised an eyebrow, took a sip of her wine. “I mean, you couldn’t—you can’t just go breaking into houses. But don’t you like being outside? Seeing the stars and a campfire and the trees and everything?”


  Rose wrapped her arms around her knees and stared up at the ceiling. “No,” she said after a long moment. “I like this. I prefer this.”


  “But we live indoors all the time,” countered Helen. “This isn’t camping, really.”


  “I know that. But this is different. It’s so . . . welcoming.”


  Helen and I looked at each other but didn’t say anything. I couldn’t think of any reason why Rose would find this empty house more welcoming than her own, which was a perfectly nice house, especially since Hank redid the kitchen a few years ago.


  But she did have a point. There was a kind of . . . maybe you would call it an aura, about this place. It might have been what people mean when they talk about good fêng shui. I’d never felt it before, either, but I wouldn’t say I preferred it to my own home.


  “Maybe I could talk Hank into selling our place and buying it,” Rose went on. I couldn’t tell from her tone whether she was kidding or not.


  “Well, that would make for an interesting conversation,” said Helen, and we all laughed.


  When the chips were gone, Helen produced a bag of Little Lad’s popcorn, and we finished that too. She poured the last of the wine into our cups and placed the bottle on its side on the floor.


  “Spin the bottle?” She sent it rolling toward Rose, who put it in the bag we’d designated for trash, and then turned to dig into her own backpack.


  “It’s only half full. But here.” She held up another wine bottle, uncorked it, and refilled our cups.


  I felt pleasantly buzzed, not drunk but happy. The light from the votive candles made the walls appear washed in yellow paint and cast shimmering circles on the ceiling. I wondered what it would be like to live here. Not seriously, not for myself; but for whoever had lived here, once upon a time.


  “They must have had money,” I said, thinking aloud. “Whoever lived here—if they weren’t farmers, they must have been well off, to keep up this place. And who keeps it up now? It must cost a fortune.”


  Rose yawned. “I don’t know. I’m getting tired.”


  “Don’t you think it’s mysterious? Even if it’s just once a year,” I continued, “somebody has to do something to maintain it. Otherwise how could it have lasted this long?”


  “Me too,” said Helen. She stretched and glanced at me. “Tired, I mean. Sorry, Marianne.”


  I tried not to look annoyed. I’d go to the town office and ask to see the tax maps and determine who the owners were. Someone there would know who kept it up. Regina, the town clerk—she knew everyone. “Yeah, okay.”


  Helen and Rose took turns going outside to pee while I picked up the rest of the trash. When they returned, Helen walked to the mantle, switched off her brass lantern, and looked expectantly at me and Rose.


  “Go for it,” I said, and Helen turned off our lanterns as well.


  We all snuggled into our sleeping bags. “Are you going to be warm enough?” I asked Rose, thinking of her flannel bag.


  She nodded. “I’m wearing thermal long underwear.”


  I scrunched into my own down-filled bag. Even though I hadn’t bothered with a sleeping pad, and I was lying on a hardwood floor, I felt as snug and warm as if I were at home in my own bed. I gazed at the ceiling, where the light from the votive candles danced. I soon heard Rose breathing, deeply and evenly. A little while later, Helen started to snore. Not too loudly, but enough to make me wish I’d thought to bring my earplugs. Brandon snores and I have to wear them every night. I turned onto my side and closed my eyes, grateful for my pillow.


  I couldn’t fall asleep. My thoughts weren’t racing; I wasn’t worrying about bills or the kids or anything like that. I just couldn’t fall asleep. I looked at the time and it was getting on for ten, my usual bedtime. But sleep wouldn’t come. I finally decided I’d go outside to pee, since I hadn’t when the others did.


  I crawled reluctantly from my sleeping bag and stood. I expected the room to be cold but it was quite comfortable. Most of the votive candles were still burning, so maybe they generated a bit of heat, along with the three of us. I pulled on my sneakers, padded to the back door, and went outside.


  Almost immediately, a peculiar unease came over me. The air was still and cold, the stars so brilliant that, after a few moments, I could clearly see the expanse of grass and Queen Anne’s lace and goldenrod that swept up to the woods behind the house. I heard nothing except the rustle of leaves. But it still took all my courage to take the first step, and then another, until I reached the trees. I quickly did my business, zipped my pants back up, and started back.


  I only took two or three steps before I froze. I’ve been outside in the middle of the night plenty of times, in places far more isolated and wild than this. I’ve never felt afraid. Watchful and on alert, in case I came across some wild animal, but I never saw anything more exciting than a skunk, and I smelled him long before I saw him. I’d never been truly frightened.


  But now, in the overgrown backyard of a house in my own hometown, surrounded by woods I’d hiked dozens of times over the years, I felt my unease grow into dread, and, after some moments, terror. Gazing at it now, I realized that the house appeared different than it had just a few hours earlier. The neat proportions that had felt so calming now seemed, not exactly askew, but crude. The house no longer appeared three-dimensional: it looked like a drawing someone had made on an enormous sheet of gray paper, four black lines enclosing a gray square.


  And as I stared, even that changed. The roof dissolved into the night sky, the windows shrank to black dots. I couldn’t see the door, and as I tried frantically to determine where it was, my mind grew sluggish, as though I was waking from a heavy sleep.


  Yet I couldn’t wake, and as I stared at the looming shape in front of me, I could no longer remember what a door was. Something important, I knew that, something I knew and had often used—but for what purpose, and why?


  I squeezed my eyes shut, and opened them again to fog, a haze that darkened from gray to charcoal to inky black as it spread across everything around me. The stars were gone, and the ridge of Mount Kilden. My chest grew heavy, as though I was compressed between heavy walls. Was this a heart attack? A stroke? I tried to breathe but the air had been sucked away. I couldn’t feel my arms or legs, my face or skin. Everything melted into darkness: I was being snuffed out, like a candle.


  A sudden noise jarred me: I lurched forward and felt air rush back into my lungs. As I gasped, the sound came again—an owl hooting not far behind me. I fought to catch my breath, looked up to see the house just a few yards away. I stumbled toward it, sneakers sliding on damp leaves and grass, grabbed the knob and turned it, and staggered inside.


  I closed the door—too loudly, but I didn’t hear a peep—locked it, and walked unsteadily into the living room. Relief flooded me, not just relief but a sudden, overwhelming calm. The stark terror I’d felt only minutes before faded completely, the way a middle-of-the-night dream does when you try to recall it in the morning.


  I was safe here. A single votive candle still burned in the fireplace, its flame wavering. I could see Rose and Helen curled up on their sleeping bags on the floor: Helen on her side, arms tucked out of sight and her expression relaxed; Rose facedown, half of her pillow squashed up to cover her head.


  I sighed with pleasure, removed my sneakers, and slid back into my own sleeping bag. It was still warm. So was my pillow. I burrowed deeper, gazed through half-shut eyes at a hint of gold on the wall from the tiny candle flame, and felt the house sigh with me as I fell asleep.


  I woke early, to Rose and Helen speaking in low tones.


  “. . . going to be so cold,” murmured Rose, and she laughed softly. “I don’t want to get up.”


  “I know. But I told Robert I’d be back in time for church.”


  “You could call him.”


  “That’s not going to make it any warmer in here.”


  I rolled onto my side and propped my head on my hand. “Good morning.”


  “Good morning!” Rose said brightly. Her eyes shone beneath her mussed-up hair. “Did you sleep well?”


  “I did.” I stopped, recalling my trip outside. I felt none of the fear I’d experienced then: I felt detached from it, as though remembering a story someone else had told me. “It was weird—I went out to pee, and . . . I don’t know. I had some kind of sinking spell.”


  Helen sat up. “Like what?”


  “I don’t know. I felt dizzy, and then I couldn’t breathe. Everything got dark—even darker, I mean.”


  “Maybe you had a stroke. A mild one,” she added.


  “Maybe,” I said. “It didn’t feel like that.”


  “Have you ever had a stroke?” asked Rose.


  “No. But I’ve read about it, and—I feel fine now.” I sat up so I could see them better. “I felt fine as soon as I got back inside. I might have just stood up too quickly or something.”


  I rubbed my arms. Rose was right—the room was very cold. The light was cold, too, more gray than gold. I remembered the dark haze that had blotted out everything else the night before, and shivered. “We should go get coffee at the general store.”


  “They don’t open till eight on Sunday,” Rose said.


  “We can go to my house.” Helen emerged from her sleeping bag, yawning, and ran a hand through her hair. “I wish there was a mirror here.”


  “No you don’t,” said Rose, raising an eyebrow at Helen’s disheveled clothing, and we both laughed.


  “Well, running water so I could brush my teeth. I’ll be right back.”


  Helen bent to retrieve a cosmetics bag and headed for the front door. I thought of warning her, but against what? I turned to Rose. “You sleep okay?”


  “I swear, I slept better than I have for a year.” She sat upright, her flannel bag pulled around her shoulders like a comforter. “Hank snores like you wouldn’t believe—he has sleep apnea, he should really have one of those machines. I may come back here tonight.” She smiled, but sounded half-serious.


  I got up and found my own toothbrush and toothpaste and water bottle. When Helen appeared in the doorway and announced “Next,” I went outside.


  The sun had risen but was hidden by the mountain. Mist streamed up the hillside and clung to the trees at the edge of the woods.


  Everything looked the way it does through a window screen, dim and a bit out of focus. I stood beside the door, steadying myself with one hand on the wall, waiting to see if I had another bad spell. I felt fine. I started to walk away from the house, pausing to look back.


  The FOR SALE BY OWNER sign still leaned against the wall. Overnight, more leaves had drifted around the stake, and the lettering seemed more faded. The plywood had buckled and splintered where it was screwed to the stake, and more of the white paint had flaked off, revealing the bare wood beneath.


  Overhead, a crow cawed and another replied. I turned to look up at the mountainside, shreds of mist disappearing as the sun broke over the eastern horizon. The wind picked up, loosing a flutter of yellow leaves from the birches. The brisk air smelled of acorns and dead leaves, the smoke from someone’s woodstove in the village below. I brushed my teeth, rinsed with a mouthful of water from my water bottle, and spit onto the yellow grass. I raked my fingers through my hair, and felt in my pocket for my cell phone. I walked over to the sign and took a picture of the phone number. I’d call later, just out of curiosity.


  Back inside, Helen had rolled up her sleeping bag and was gathering whatever stray bits of stuff remained. A piece of waxed paper, a balled-up tissue, a glasses case. She’d already lined up her backpack, sleeping bag, and pillow beside the wall. The Catholic church was in Gilead, about ten minutes away. She’d have to leave soon to get there in time for ten o’clock Mass.


  I started on my own belongings, exchanging my socks for a clean pair. I made a circuit of the room, halting at the fireplace to gather up the spent tea lights. I dropped them into a paper bag and set it with my stuff in the middle of the room. I texted Brandon to let him know I’d be back soon, and asked if he’d like to meet at the general store for coffee and donuts. He replied immediately.


  Sure, text me when you’re there.


  “Brandon’s going to meet us at the general store.” I glanced at Rose.


  “You want to tell Hank?”


  Rose didn’t seem to have moved. She still sat on the floor and stared intently at the empty fireplace, as though trying to will flames to appear in it. Finally she reached for her handbag, took out a hairbrush, and slowly brushed her hair. When she finished, she replaced the hairbrush and got to her feet. She rolled up her sleeping bag and set it by the wall, along with her handbag and backpack, went outside, and returned after a few minutes.


  I picked up my own bag. I was ready to go—my back hurt from sleeping on the floor, and I had a slight headache. Too much wine. I knew Helen was growing impatient as well. Rose stood near the door but made no move to leave. Her brow furrowed; she cocked her head, gazing again at the fireplace.


  “Do you hear that?” she asked.


  Helen and I looked at her, then each other. I shrugged. “Hear what?” “That noise. Like—I don’t know. A radio? Listen.”


  I held my breath, listening. And yes, after a moment I did hear something, though it was hard to tell if it was an actual sound or something in my head, like tinnitus—it seemed as though I might have been hearing it for a while without noticing it. A nearly inaudible sound, not voices but not quite music either.


  Yet it wasn’t tinnitus. It sound more like wind chimes, or someone striking random notes on a tiny xylophone. I strained to hear, but it didn’t grow any louder.


  “It’s coming from upstairs,” said Rose. She walked to the foot of the steps leading to the second floor, pressed her palm against the wall, and turned to look at me. “If you stand here, you can hear it.”


  I joined her and gazed up the stairway, saw nothing but the pale morning light brightening the walls.


  But Rose was right. The chiming sound was louder here, and slightly more distinct, as if a cell phone set at low volume was ringing in a distant part of the house. I glanced back at Helen. “She’s right. Come listen.”


  Helen stayed where she was. “I think I’m going to just call Tim and ask him to come pick me up.”


  “Hang on.” Rose shook her head and sniffed. “Can you smell that? Someone’s baking something. Bread—it smells like baking bread.”


  I inhaled deeply, and nodded in agreement. “You’re right. It smells like bread. Or cookies. That’s very strange.”


  The scent, like the sound, seemed to emanate from upstairs. The faint chiming hadn’t grown any louder, yet it now seemed on the verge of being intelligible, though I still couldn’t determine exactly what the sound was. It was like listening to an old-fashioned shortwave radio, trying to tune in to a station in some unknown country. Only who was broadcasting, and why?


  “I’ll be right back,” said Rose. Before I could stop her, she ran upstairs. I gazed after her in alarm, but didn’t follow. In a few seconds, I heard her footsteps on the bare wood floor above as she walked down the hallway.


  Then the footsteps stilled. The chimes grew louder, as though she’d opened a door onto one of the bedrooms, and whatever produced the sound was inside. At the same time, the scent of bread gusted downstairs, though now it smelled different. Like bread but also loamy, like upturned earth when you’re gardening. I wrinkled my nose and looked over at Helen, who’d moved closer to me.


  “What’s that smell?” she asked, and grimaced. “We should get out of here—it could be a gas leak.”


  “It doesn’t smell like gas,” I said. But I agreed with her, we should get out. “Rose!” I yelled. “Let’s go!”


  No reply. I braced myself, setting one hand on each wall of the stairwell. But I still didn’t move to go upstairs. The chimes grew louder and more measured: for the first time, they sounded like music and not aimless tinkling. The earthy smell overpowered me, filling my nostrils, my lungs.


  “Rose!” I shouted, coughing. “Get down here!”


  From upstairs came the sound of running footsteps, then a thump. Rose appeared at the top of the steps, wild-eyed, one hand clapped over her mouth. She staggered down the stairway, and when she reached bottom, roughly pushed past me. I only had a glimpse of her face, white as a china plate, before she fled outside.


  I raced after her and found her kneeling at the edge of the lawn by the road. Her body heaved and I thought she was being sick, but when I crouched beside her and laid my hand on her shoulder, I saw that she was convulsed with sobs.


  “Rose! Rose, what happened? Is there somebody up there?”


  She said nothing, wouldn’t even look at me; just wept uncontrollably with her face in her hands. I took a few deep breaths—the choking smell was gone—glanced back but didn’t see Helen. What if someone was inside and had attacked her? I fumbled in my pocket for my phone, started to enter 911 when Helen ran outside.


  “There’s no one up there,” she said. She knelt on Rose’s other side and touched her arm. “Rose, what happened? Did you see something?”


  Rose shook her head but said nothing.


  “I checked all the rooms upstairs,” Helen continued, her voice steady. “I didn’t see anyone. I didn’t hear anything or smell anything, either. I did before, when you first mentioned it, but not just now. If there somebody was there, they’re gone. Can you tell us what you saw?”


  Gently, she grasped Rose’s face and turned it toward her. Rose remained silent, her pale face blotched scarlet from weeping. She opened her mouth as though to speak, but seemed to think better of it. “Come on,” I said. “Let’s get you in the car.” I looked at Helen. “I’ll stay with her. Go get everything.”


  I helped Rose to her feet and walked her down the road to my car.


  She refused to get into the front seat, so I opened the back and she crawled in and lay face down, covering her head with her hands.


  She was afraid to look at the house, I realized. I leaned inside the car and rubbed her back, felt her trembling beneath my hand. I stared out at the second-floor windows, searching for any sign of motion, a glint of light or the shadow of someone moving.


  I saw nothing. If anything, the house seemed even more peaceful and inviting than it had the day before. Morning sunlight set the windows ablaze. The asters along the front glowed amethyst. Above, the bulk of Mount Kilden shone green and scarlet beneath a cloudless blue sky.


  After a minute Helen emerged, laden with sleeping bags. She dumped them in the back of the car and returned for our handbags and backpacks, the paper bag containing the remnants from our meal.


  “That’s everything,” she said, and jumped inside the car. “Go.”


  I stroked Rose’s hair and touched her head, closed the back door and got behind the wheel. I pulled out quickly in a spray of grit and gravel. In the rearview mirror, the house grew smaller and smaller, until we rounded a curve and it disappeared from view.


  I dropped Rose off first. Helen and I accompanied her up the walkway, Rose moving between us like a sleepwalker. When Hank opened the door and saw her, his eyebrows shot up. “What the hell were you girls drinking?”


  “She doesn’t feel well,” I said. Rose collapsed against Hank and once again began to cry. His confusion turned to alarm. “What happened?”


  “We don’t know,” said Helen. “She—it seems like she had some kind of episode.”


  “What kind of episode?” demanded Hank, but he didn’t wait for a reply. He shut the door, and through the window I saw him walking Rose to the couch.


  Helen and I hurried back to the car. “What do you think happened to her?” I asked as I drove toward town.


  “I don’t know. I think there might have been a gas leak or something. You said you felt strange last night.”


  “Yeah, but it wasn’t like that—I didn’t smell anything. And that noise—what was that noise?”


  “A ghost?” She laughed brokenly. “Ghosts don’t act like that.”


  “Have you ever seen one?’


  “Of course not.” I tightened my hands on the wheel. “But that’s baloney. It’s more likely she had some kind of, I don’t know, a psychotic break or something.”


  “Rose?” Helen said in disbelief. “Are you kidding?”


  Whatever it was, Rose didn’t recover for a long time. She wouldn’t see me, or return my phone calls or texts. She did the same with Helen. Whenever I spoke to Hank, he was terse. I could tell he thought Helen and I were somehow responsible for whatever had happened. We hadn’t told him the truth—that we spent the night in an empty house up by Mount Kilden, and not at a lean-to at the state park. I still don’t know what Rose told him.


  “She needs some time, Marianne,” he said the last time I talked to him. “When she’s ready, she’ll give you a call.”


  Helen and I walked a few times after that, though we stuck to the camp roads by Taylor Lake. For a while we endlessly rehashed the events of that night, but we never came up with a reasonable explanation. Or an unreasonable one, either. Then Helen learned that her daughter was pregnant, and that took up her attention for the rest of the year.


  The day after our sleepover, I got out my cell phone, found the picture I’d taken of the FOR SALE BY OWNER sign, and copied down the phone number on it. I had to screw up my courage to punch it into my phone. As I did, my heart began to pound.


  The number rolled over to a message saying the call could not be completed. I attempted it again with the same result, and then tried varying some of the numbers—the handwriting on the sign was hard to read on the tiny screen, even when I enlarged it. I never got through to anyone.


  Later that week I went to the town office. I told Regina, the clerk there, I wanted to look at the tax map for the part of town bordering Mount Kilden. She took me to a room and showed me the oversized books with the information for every piece of land in town, showing property lines and the names of landowners.


  “I know the house you mean,” Regina said as she pulled one of the heavy volumes from the shelf. “Every year people come in here asking about it.”


  I wanted to ask her more, but the phone rang in the other room. “Excuse me,” she said, and went to answer it.


  The house lot was easy to find—the last one on that long road that led to the foot of the mountain. I wrote down the lot number, and then went to another book to check it against the landowner’s name: J. Jones. I didn’t bother to write that down. I closed the tax map and replaced it, waited till I heard Regina get off the phone, and returned to the front office.


  “Do you know anything about the property owner for that place?” I asked. “J. Jones? There’s a For Sale sign there, I tried calling the number on it but I couldn’t get any answer.”


  “No one ever does,” she said. “I tried it myself once, out of curiosity. Said it was disconnected.”


  “But he pays his taxes, right? This J. Jones?”


  She nodded. “Every year. By money order, and there’s never a return address. I checked that, too. It’s been like that for as long as I’ve been here. The deed goes back to the early 1800s. Same name and initials. Far as I know, it’s never left the family.”


  “But it’s for sale. It’s a nice house.”


  “It is, but that’s too isolated up there for me. Everyone else must think so, too—that sign’s been up for years.”


  “Who maintains it?” I picked up a pamphlet with information about fishing and hunting licenses and pretended to peruse it. “It always seems in good shape for a place no one lives in.”


  “That I do not know.” Regina shrugged. “Never heard of anyone here doing it. They might hire someone from one of the bigger property managers out of Augusta.”


  “Okay, thanks.”


  I set the brochure back on the counter. As I turned to go, Regina’s face creased. “How’s Rose doing? Hank was in here to register his truck and said she hasn’t been feeling well.”


  “I don’t know.” I felt my throat tighten. “I think she’ll be all right. I hope so.”


  “Me too,” said Regina, and nodded good-bye.


  I got in the car and drove up the road to Mount Kilden. A car with out-of-state plates was parked in the first pull-out, and as I continued onto the gravel road I passed a man and a woman, both wielding fancylooking trekking poles. They waved. I nodded and kept going, past the last turnout until I reached the house. I parked at the edge of the road, and got out.


  Someone had mowed the lawn and raked away all the fallen leaves. The purple asters nodded in the wind. By the door, a single tiger lily had opened. The white clapboards appeared newly painted, as did the sign planted in the center of the lawn.


  FOR SALE BY OWNER.


  I hesitated, and then walked warily across the grass. A different phone number had been scrawled on the sign. I held up my cell phone to take a photo, thought better of it, and let my hand drop.


  “Oh my god, look at this place!”


  I looked back to see the couple I’d passed a few minutes earlier. Trekking poles tucked under their arms, they gazed in delight at the house. The woman smiled and waved and began walking across the lawn. “Are you the owner?” she asked in excitement. “We’ve been looking for a place like this for months!”


  “A year!” her husband called cheerfully after her.


  I opened my mouth and started to say No. Instead, I turned, grabbed the sign, and yanked it from the ground. It resisted at first, but I planted my feet more firmly and pulled harder, until it finally came out. Without pausing to catch my breath, I carried it toward my car.


  “I’m sorry,” I said, as the man and woman stared at me. “I changed my mind.”


  I got into my car and headed back down the mountainside. Just before the gravel road ended, I stopped and left the car idling while I retrieved the sign from the back seat. I crossed to the far side of the road and clambered over a fallen stone wall into the woods, fighting my way through brush and overhanging branches until I found a cellar hole, deep and filled with decades-worth of moldering dead leaves and fungi. I heaved the sign into the cellar hole and returned to my car, and drove as fast as I could until the mountain fell out of sight behind me.


  BAREFOOT AND MIDNIGHT


  SHEREE RENÉE THOMAS


  Three men emerged from darkness and walked to the edge of the wood, the scent of roses rising all around them. The moon hung like a broken jaw above the Memphis night. The schoolyard lay ahead, its wood fence disjointed and leaning. The fetid scent of wet grass, of mold and moss, floated on the evening wind from the bayou.


  “You ready?” asked the first man, his face pockmarked, lips leering, eyes sullen.


  “Light ’em up,” replied the second. The third nodded his head and produced the gasoline.


  They knew the children slept inside. No one had to tell them. The Freedmen’s School in Gayoso’s Flats was one of several humble buildings where the former slaves gathered to grasp what hope lay ahead for their futures. Most had no home but the damp, mosquito-infested fields surrounding the bayou. The school housed thirteen orphaned children, those who didn’t even have a mother’s lap to lay their little heads on.


  When the fires calmed and the bright red embers turned to ash, when the city grieved and grieved until it couldn’t grieve anymore, Dusa Dayan rose from the back pew of Beale Street First African Baptist Church and let the sounds of Doctor Watts’s hymns usher her out the red door.


  I heard the cry. I, I, I heard them cry.


  The fire had burned the schoolhouse to the ground. All that remained were the crimson rose bushes. The roses, the first seeds the children had planted together. She could still see the faces of her students, not much younger than herself, their beautiful smiles, the lustrous brown skin, the determination in their eyes. She tried to make those memories replace the burnt, black splinters of bone that haunted her nights, the faces unrecognizable, lips pulled back in horror. And the cries that made her wake from sleep, her face covered in tears.


  I heard the cry. I, I, I . . .


  Hidden in darkness, donated evening meals still covered in her basket, Dusa had heard every scream.


  And now, like a visit from a long-forgotten friend, the story her grandmother told her many years ago became Dusa’s only thought.


  There, under the roots of the Lynching Tree, were the remains of countless members of Dusa’s kinfolk and others. Unfortunate souls singled out and taken away in the cover of night. Under the bloodstained boughs, innocents had dangled and danced, lifeless beneath the broad, twisting limbs. It was a dance no soul wished ever to witness, a struggle of spirit and flesh, of ropes and blades and fire, a litany to pain that you could never unsee.


  In the darkness the mound looked too small, too well shaped to be natural. Only visible to eyes who had seen hell and lived. Beneath the grass was the specter behind the stories; no one knew the origins of the legend, the haint whose soul was said to hover above Voodoo Fields.


  Dusa placed her satchel on the dirt. She drew the hatchet from the twine at her waist and gripped a hardwood handle laced with ancient carvings. The tree loomed over the mound, casting shadows. The few surrounding weeds were scraggly, thick with drops of dew. The land around the tree was fallow, as if the blood-soaked earth refused to nourish natural life. Dusa circled the mound, hatchet in hand, and then she hacked off a branch from the Lynching Tree. The wet blades of grass felt slick against her bare soles. The wind whipped and pricked at her naked flesh. Exposed to the biting night and all its appetites, she knew the few drops of blood would not be all of the sacrifice. When she took the branch from the tree where no leaves or blossoms grew, the ground grumbled and growled beneath her feet. Dusa held her breath.


  Barefoot and covered only in the darkness that was midnight, she shivered. On bent knees, she dug her fingers into the grass, grasping at the moist earth, clutched cherry bark and broken twigs, her back arched in pain. She lifted a flask, sprinkled bathwater from a child who was not baptized. Behind her the creek murmured and whispered, a cool invitation to abandon her mission. She could toss all the gathered items in the creek’s dark waters, leave the terrors behind her. She could forget the tree and the cursed land that surrounded it, walk back through the red doors of the church, and beg for forgiveness.


  Dusa rose on one knee, flask in hand, praying that she had the strength to turn her back on the Lynching Tree, but a fire burned in her soul. The faith she once had was replaced with an unholy rage, an anger so hot, it incinerated all forgiveness. She willed her body to move. But the scent of roses, overpowering in the night, strengthened her resolve, holding her there.


  The fires were started by those who hated the very idea that any of them were now free. White Memphis defined itself by the darkness it kept outside of Freedom’s light, by the darkness that festered within. The Freedmen’s School was the only home Dusa had ever known. Frozen in winter, smoldering in summer, she and her thirteen students had suffered and struggled together as one. The bite of skeetas, the occasional serpent intruder were all well worth it. She had watched them, ages eight to fourteen, come through the old pine doors, eyes glistening with want for knowledge. The confidence on their faces emerged like spring blossoms as they slowly moved from signing their names with an X to the new names they had chosen for themselves in freedom.


  But Voodoo Fields was where the ancient spirit lay, waiting. When no earthly justice would bring stolen Black lives peace. Dusa dug up the earth, the raw scent filling the air. She sprinkled the soil with her tears and pulled the ragged mud doll from its dreamless slumber. Wrapped in tree roots, its garment was tattered. Whatever color or pattern it once held faded long ago. A dark, rust-colored stain covered the space where its heart once was. It had no head. Only a red ribbon where it should be. It had no limbs. No mouth or plump cheeks and belly to kiss and pinch.


  Dusa held a rose petal for every child she lost in the fire. She pressed them into the freshly made mud she used to cover the old doll. The mud spread like a second skin, the old layers hard and cracking. As she held the doll, she thought she heard it cry out, the sound like a newborn baby hungry for its mother’s milk. She nearly dropped it, but fear made her hold fast, the scream stuck in her throat.


  The Lynching Tree branch smelled of smoke, fear, and blood. Pain radiated through her palms as she worked to fashion two arms, two legs, and a fist full of dark, earthwormed-soil for a head. She sculpted the head as roundly as she could in the darkness, resisted the urge to abandon the writhing ball of rotten soil. As she worked the doll felt heavier in her hand, like the child she once bore and buried before its first spring.


  She sang the song before she realized she knew the song. In a language neither she nor her mother’s tongue had ever sung before. Words that came from no leatherbound hymnal. Words that were dark, mournful, dangerous. It was the same song her grandmother sang before the spirit doll had slain the men who hung her husband, the same song she sang, they say, when the black doll came for her, too.


  Hear I. Hear I cry. Rend them, spin them, hear them crying.


  Dusa placed her palm flesh over the hatchet’s blade and sang until her voice grew hoarse from crying. Her elbows were steady but arms wobbly. Her knees had grown numb, but the sharp scent of sweat, burned flesh, and urine made her squeeze the blood more rapidly into the doll’s primitive mouth. No eyes were carved into the mud. The spirit doll needed only blood and the ashes of the dead to see.


  Eyes stinging, Dusa held the doll to her bosom. She rocked and stroked it as she had once rocked her own child. Lulled by her mother’s voice, the infant girl had gone to sleep one cold wintry night, but the child never opened her eyes again. Dusa was thinking of the baby’s warm, fat fingers when she felt the mud doll’s head shift in her hand. More corpse than baby, the doll once cold and still, began to writhe and twist in her arms. The fat, sightless grubs and earthworms burrowed through its mud-bottom flesh. A rotten smell, like spoiled vegetables and dead leaves, filled the air. Strange roots burst from the doll’s center. Dusa dropped it and scrambled to her feet.


  Hear I! Hear I cry!


  The bayou moved around her. The Lynching Tree leaned left, now right. Its greatest branches twisted, as if reaching for the spirit Dusa had released from its sleep. A howling wind moved across the black waters, spreading the sound of wailing and the scent of long dead things. A great sound, timber fall and cracked limbs, roots twisting over the sour earth, joined the endless drone of cicadas resting on the bark of the Lynching Tree.


  Rend them! Spin them!


  Dusa did not recognize her voice but she knew the cracked notes that joined hers were the root child now fully grown. Sightless, the creature rose on driftwood legs, the rags left in a pile in the cursed soil, the mound exposed, an open wound. Its bulbous head blocked the moonlight. Dusa could not tear her eyes away from its pitiful face. Earthworms writhed across its muddy skin in shifting waves, like water. The stench of terror, of lives cut short from rage, greed, jealousy, and madness, invaded all of her senses. Her voice now a whisper, but still she sang.


  Hear them crying!


  The mud doll towered over her, facing her as if awaiting instructions. Cry! Its voice growing stronger as the wind whipped bark from the Lynching Tree’s limbs. Cry! Hear I!


  Dusa raised her arm, the deep gash stung. She handed the hatchet to the spirit doll. The blood from her palms emblazing the carved symbols in the handle, bright red suns and comet tails in a script that appeared in frightful dreams.


  Red blossoms burst from the spirit doll’s chest, sprouted along its limbs and legs. Thorny vines twisted around its throat. Its rib cage was made of roots and twigs, splinters of charred bone, remnants of the Lynching Tree. It held the hatchet high and swung.


  News of the vicious killings spread faster than the fires that had lit the city’s nights. For three whole days, white men’s intestines hung from the Lynching Tree, the limbs heavy with the weight of strange fruit. To Dusa, the spilled guts looked like a string of bloody rubies and pearls. How beautiful they were, glistening in the sunlight. She wished she could wrap them around her throat like a necklace and dance. For three days she walked the streets of Memphis with the mud from the Lynching Tree dried on her feet, blood caked in the palm of her hand, a red ribbon tied around her throat. On the fourth day Dusa walked barefoot through the ashes of the fallen school.


  The wound had not healed.


  She plucked a rose from a bush and drifted down to the bayou in the same gown she’d worn since that first night beneath the Lynching Tree. The crimson ribbon unraveled around her throat, the jagged gash spilling fresh blood. Dusa’s head wobbled on her neck like a strange, stringless puppet. The creek was placid, a black mirror, shimmering, calm. The dark water she touched was the last of what had passed and the first of what was to come. She washed mud from her fingernails, sprinkled the water over her eyes, a baptism, and waited for the doll to come for her, barefoot and midnight.


  SHUCK


  G. V. ANDERSON


  No one, not even Bridget, could remember how it started, and yet by the winter term, it was common knowledge that she’d taken over the old smoking area and, for a price, would answer one—just one—question about the death of her friend, Samantha. Year Nines were especially bloodthirsty. Balancing on the threshold between childhood and everything after, they demanded to know things like: Did her brains wash off your parka afterwards? Did she die right away? Did you actually see her head come off?


  Bridget charged an extra 50p for that last one.


  The teachers knew she traded in gore and often skulked in the car park adjacent to the smoking area during lunch—wraiths, lost against the tarmac in dark gray coats, just waiting for an opportunity to lecture her about unhealthy grieving habits, but Bridget was doing just fine, thanks. In fact, it helped to break the crash down into a nod yes or a shake no, to mythologize—and not only helpful, but lucrative. Sammy had been a practical, worldly girl; she would have approved of Bridget’s enterprise, even if it came at her own expense.


  Today, though, the car park was haunted by another specter. She watched as something dark slinked behind the head teacher’s Ford Escort—something shaggy and quadrupedal and vaguely canine. Bridget clenched her fists, knucklebones undulating into place beneath her skin. It didn’t reappear, the dog, but to see it at school . . .


  Too close. She’d have to kill it after all.


  Can you kill Death?


  A welcome distraction in the guise of a sixth-form boy came sidling up to the smoking shelter. “Hey, Fridge.”


  “Hey, Mardy.”


  He was rolling a cigarette. “Busy?”


  “Piss off,” she said mildly. “You’ve had enough questions out of me.”


  “Not everything’s about Sam, babe.” Mardy licked the Rizla’s edge, sealed it, and offered her the first smoke. Crud ran under and all around his nails. She refused. She hated the taste of cigarettes—she might as well shovel ashes straight into her gob—and Mardy knew that, but he was the sort of person who always offered.


  He lit his cigarette and sat next to Bridget, their thighs touching. She was pretty sure Sammy wouldn’t have approved of this, which, if she was being honest, was rather the point. The only thing spoiling her triumph—the worm in the apple, the shit in the pool—was that Mardy kept calling her Fridge. Frigid Bridget.


  “I know you’re not frigid,” he’d said teasingly, the last time they’d been alone. His hand snaking up her skirt, fingertips twanging her knicker elastic. “It just turns out you’re a stone-cold bitch, giving up someone’s last moments for money.”


  “She would have given away mine for less,” was Bridget’s knee-jerk reply, and then, angry at herself for letting an ugly truth slide out—always a risk when you were grieving a girl like Sammy—she’d called him a wanker and told him to get off her coat. By the time she saw him again, the fire in her gut had gone out, and now she couldn’t even remember its warmth.


  Frigid Bridget, the stone-cold bitch. Fine. Whatever. As long as she could shoot straight, it wasn’t the worst moniker to leave school with.


  “My dog had her litter,” said Mardy. “Did you want one of the puppies?”


  “Not really,” Bridget replied, slipping her scarred right hand into her pocket. She’d been scared of dogs ever since a Jack Russell took a bite out of her when she was small. It was one of her earliest memories. Other people, when they thought of dogs, conjured up caramel eyes and wagging tails; all she could think of was the flash of snapping teeth. To her mind, it made perfect sense that Death would take this shape—they both trotted at your heels, deceptively docile for years and years, until one day . . .


  “They’re all gums, though,” said Mardy.


  “The mum isn’t.”


  Mardy smiled. His teeth were the same yellow as good salty butter. “Okay.” He shrugged. “I was just asking in case you wanted to, you know, come over.”


  “Are ditches not good enough for you anymore?”


  “Oh, don’t get me wrong, they’re cleaner than my sheets. Definitely your parka. But, ah, actually, my mum wanted to say hi.”


  This tore her attention away from the creature lurking behind the Ford Escort. Mardy had never invited her home. They were each other’s sordid little secret. Bridget liked it that way. She thought he felt the same. After all, who wants to be seen dating Fridge?


  “Do you want your mum to say hi?”


  He shrugged.


  “You’re not half selling it.”


  “Forget it, then.” He flicked away the cigarette, barely done. He enjoyed the prestige of being Someone Who Smokes at School more than actually smoking. There were sweeter flavors. His look turned sly. “Do you want to skive instead?”


  By skive, he meant find somewhere quiet and fool around. And she wouldn’t even be expected to do anything—she never touched him. She’d tried to once, but was too self-conscious of her scars. Better, easier, faster to lie back and concentrate, pretend she was alone. Sammy had said sex was supposed to be fun, dummy, but Bridget found herself worrying too much about the faces she pulled, the sounds she made. Whether or not she had a double chin. What Mardy thought about while he was down there. Sammy? Other girls, other boys?


  Bridget—well. Bridget just thought about Death.


  “I can’t today.” She told him she was on, which was a lie.


  “We don’t have to do stuff every time.”


  He was hurt, she realized. Good: let him hurt. “What else is there? Talking? I hate football, you hate Nirvana.”


  He gestured past the school to the PE grounds. “You used to play football.”


  “Sammy used to play football. I played hockey. Dick,” and she stomped off instead of untangling the dreaded knot of jealousy, guilt, and self-doubt in her breast, woven as tight as any string of fairy lights. Sammy had tangled them expertly. She’d done it when they’d stood in their PE kits by the side of the gym, waiting their turn at badminton, and Bridget’s eyes had lingered a little too long on Mardy. Sammy had put her hand down the waistband of Bridget’s shorts, tugging out to demonstrate the snug fit and down to reveal her stretchmarks—which Sammy, of course, didn’t have.


  “Mardy doesn’t go for dumpy girls,” she’d said, and everyone within earshot had sniggered.


  The alchemy between two people is never perfect—it can’t be—but normally there are pressure gauges. Checks and balances. Other hobbies, other people in orbit around the nuclear pair. With Sammy and Bridget, one nasty, the other reticent, there were no such distractions. Left to curl up on themselves like ingrown hairs, the girls calcified into something mean and bitter. An animal that bites itself as often as grooms.


  In the last months of Sammy’s life, they’d finally begun the messy process of pulling apart. Sammy started hanging out with other girls. They called her Samantha, which felt classy. They passed tampons under the toilet stall doors to each other, and as a rule, anyone else caught short on the loo with stained knickers around their ankles who dared call out for a pad got slung with palmfuls of pearlescent liquid soap out of the wall dispensers. When it dried, it looked disgustingly like spunk. No doubt these new friends indulged Sammy’s worst tendencies, but Bridget didn’t have to care. At last, she’d gained some distance, a little autonomy—which was exactly what made the night of the crash so unfair. They no longer had any right to be out together; it was a trip for old times’ sake, and not even a good one! Now Sammy was dead, and it seemed Bridget would never escape her.


  They’d been speeding home on Sammy’s moped after seeing a gig in Great Yarmouth, Bridget riding pillion. Her small stature, which Sammy had often sneered at, ended up saving her life: shorter than her friend by a foot, the sheet of metal that slammed into Sammy’s face when a haulage lorry jackknifed in front of them merely grazed the scalp of the girl perched behind her.


  Everything was a blur now, but she was sure . . . Well, reason conspired to twist things, but there had been flat, empty fields either side of them for miles until the last second, when Bridget was certain she’d caught sight of a monstrous dog on the grass verge.


  Black fur matted by peat.


  Two red, very round eyes.


  Sammy didn’t see it. She was watching the road and the lorry ahead, the corrugated metal sheets that would shortly kill her bouncing loose in their bindings. But Bridget saw the creature, smelled it, and recognized Death.


  This was fen country, after all. If you’re born and raised in Norfolk, you can’t help but carry Shuck in your bones.


  Bridget jerked upright. Marshland slid past the window, sectioned off and made sensible by dikes and culverts. Just now, there had been a huge, hunched shadow. On the verge. Like before. Guts cold, Bridget grasped the emergency brake and pulled.


  “Stop the bus!”


  The driver braked so hard the back end of the vehicle swung round. The other passengers shrieked and made a grab for anything that would make them feel safer—the seat in front, their belongings. Bridget staggered up the aisle to the door, shaking hard. The driver was on his feet.


  “What the bloody hell was that for?”


  Bridget’s face grayed. “I just . . . I need to get off.”


  He was all too happy to jettison her by the side of the road. She bent double over the tarmac, letting the wind snatch away the stringy bile hanging from her mouth. The bus continued along its backcountry route without skidding or blowing a tire or spontaneously exploding, despite the premonitory prickle of her scalp. Nor was there a dog, though she found fresh scorch marks among the nodding heads of saxifrage.


  The clouds were lined with sickly yellow by the time Bridget arrived home, her feet soaked through from overgrown grass. She lived with her Grandpa Frank in a squat stucco-finished farmhouse hidden by trees, half an hour from anywhere interesting. As she approached, something about the air felt rank.


  She turned into the drive, heart jolting her ribs.


  Shuck was waiting for her on the front step. He engulfed the front step—there was no way past him. Her school, her bus, now her home, closer and closer. The crash should have done for her. In the smallest of increments, Death was trying to amend his mistake.


  Bridget hauled in a breath. “Oi!”


  Shuck’s attention narrowed.


  She cast about for a projectile, grabbed a large rock that had broken off the boundary wall, and chucked it at the dog. It thumped him in the ribs. A smaller animal would have sprung out of the way. His matted fur simply absorbed the impact.


  His ears swiveled back. He bared his teeth and pushed off the front step as if to start toward her.


  “Don’t you dare,” she yelled, throwing another stone. This one caught him on the muzzle. He didn’t even flinch; the red eyes stared throughout. A third hit his neck. Then the porch light flicked on, and the encroaching dark was burned away. Shuck melted into the Norfolk twilight, and warmth flooded the gravel as Grandpa Frank popped his head outside.


  “Is that you shouting, Bridge?”


  She pushed past him grimly. He smelled of engine oil. “I thought I saw someone hanging around. You need to start locking the bloody door, Grandpa.”


  “Mind your language, eh?” He scratched his whiskers with nicotine-colored fingers. “You’re late.”


  “Bus trouble,” she replied, which covered a lot of ground. She left her wet shoes on the porch. The walk had worn out the toes of her socks, so she pulled those off too and dumped them straight in the kitchen bin. Then she threw herself upstairs.


  “Hey, dinner’s waiting for you!”


  “Be right there.”


  She spent precious little time in her room anymore, and it had taken on an anonymous quality—the Soundgarden and The Verve posters were gone, living on as pale rectangles in the paintwork. There were no childish knickknacks dangling from the ceiling. After the crash it had been easier to strip everything away and start again; but she hadn’t, yet. Started again. The bed linen was blue, an old set of Grandpa Frank’s. The other linens in the cupboard, either Sammy had slept in over the years or they’d been Sammy’s. She wasn’t ready to pick through that minefield. And no photographs had graced the nightstand since she was young. It was too eerie to see her mum smiling cheerfully, ignorantly from inside a cheap Woolworths frame. In the same way it was eerie for Sammy to have jerked her head at the haulage lorry and said as they kicked off, “Wouldn’t want that to fall on you.”


  Pretty soon, the lorry’s contents would be slicing her into ribbons. The subtle fingers of Death plucking an unsubtle chord.


  Bridget groped under her mattress. She felt the long, hard double barrel of a shotgun. Grandpa Frank’s shotgun. It had a walnut stock and two round, unblinking black eyes, good for staring down something big. She’d fetched it from the shed.


  Just in case.


  The window on the landing overlooked the front of the house. Bridget spent her nights perched on the sill, the break-open shotgun dangling from the crook of her elbow. The vigil, while comforting, was an impotent gesture —the only shells she’d found in the shed had been badly stored. Moisture had corroded the casings. If, by sheer luck, they still slotted into the chamber, the powder inside was almost certainly ruined, to say nothing for her aim. Her mum had taught her to shoot a long time ago, but they’d fired at clay pigeons in their own time, in good light.


  Death would come by night and he wouldn’t wait for her to shout, “Pull!”


  While she kept watch, Grandpa Frank snored, oblivious, and that was a comfort, too. Her mum had slipped away, you see, unwitnessed by all except the early hours—terrifyingly easy in every way Sammy’s demise wasn’t—and since then it had played on her mind that Death could seep undetected like rot.


  Whenever her eyes threatened to close, she prowled the dark house, noting every hazard: exposed wiring, glimpses of Victorian wallpaper, the old boiler. Invisible. Innocuous. Well, a dog can nuzzle as well as bite. Sometimes, before retiring to her post on the landing, she would slip her cold feet into Grandpa Frank’s wilted army boots and stand a while on the gravel drive. Test the air for the smell of singed undergrowth.


  Doing just that, she saw a pair of eyes burning in the murk. No huff of vapor gave him away—but then, she reasoned, Death had no need to breathe. She brought the shotgun up. Her pulse jumped in her fingertips, unsteadying the barrel.


  “Come on then, Cujo,” she muttered, sounding much, much braver than she felt.


  But Shuck was in a voyeuristic mood that night and ventured no closer. They stood off until the sun broke over the tree line and the red eyes resolved into bike reflectors abandoned in the grass.


  Bridget laughed bleakly, a sticky film of plaque dulling the gleam of her teeth.


  She walked into town later—she couldn’t bring herself to trust the bus—and purchased two boxes of shells from the Outdoor Store. The man behind the counter was a friend of Grandpa Frank’s, so the sale was made on a knife-edge—on the one hand, he knew the family to be responsible gun owners; on the other, Bridget looked like she was one bereavement short of a breakdown.


  “All right, love?” he probed.


  “Yeah,” she replied, setting the coins atop the counter, “just finishing my Christmas shopping. My granddad wants to take me shooting over the holiday,” gambling that his friendship with Grandpa Frank was the distant kind that wouldn’t elicit a phone call.


  “Keepin’ well, the two of you?”


  “We’re fine.” Not reassuring enough for him to release his grip on the shells. She switched gears, cranked a smile. “We’re good. Cheers. I’ll tell him you asked.”


  Her purchase complete, Bridget stamped out of the store. Thank God for shoe chains; brown slush had frozen into rigid wrinkles overnight and made a rink of the pavement. The high street looked pitiful—the council had strung lights across the road that flashed in a cheap artifice of movement: holly-wreathed bells flicked left, right, left, right; a tree illuminated itself from the bottom up. And the window displays, so inviting by night, bordered as they were with spray-on snow, stared haggard and hungover at the locals as they passed by. Too early for the cafés to open; too early for much at all except the gritting lorries and the troublemakers.


  Too crisp and sober by far for Shuck. Safe, then, to linger.


  Bridget watched someone dress a mannequin in the Oxfam shop’s window. The slip dress they were pinning into shape skimmed the knees. Slinky, in a bubblegum-and-butterfly-hairclips kind of way. It was something Bridget would have liked to test drive, if the spaghetti straps didn’t practically forbid a bra and the satin didn’t cling quite so much around the middle.


  A boy yelped, “Try it on for us, Fridge!” Bridget tucked her chin and looked around. Mardy was there with his mates, but it wasn’t him who’d shouted; he was already smacking their arm and coming over to her, his hands thrusting into the pockets of his bomber jacket. His cheeks were pink as if they’d just been pinched.


  “Hey. Spending your hard-earned money?”


  She drew the plastic bag containing the shells behind her. The Outdoor Store didn’t brand its bags, but its contents were visible up close.


  “Maybe.”


  He nodded at the slip dress in the window. “Were you going to try it on?”


  Bridget shrugged. The last time she’d strayed from softened plaid, jeans, and Doc Martens, Sammy had laughed in her face.


  But Sammy wasn’t here anymore, was she?


  “It’s not the kind of thing I wear,” said Bridget quietly. “It wouldn’t suit me.”


  It was Mardy’s turn to shrug. “You’d look great.”


  She glared at him, and he met it. No smirk played around his mouth, except the one that said he didn’t know how to proceed when girls refused compliments—she could see his mind working out where to tread next. Backtrack or push forward? A joke? Either way, his expression was genuine—vaguely baffled, even—and his friends were jeering, calling him back, yet he ignored them. It was all the affirmation she needed. Bridget set her shoulders and strode into the charity shop. She asked the assistant to unpin the slip dress, please, she’d like to see how it fits, feeling quite outside herself. Once the curtain was drawn across the door to the changing cubicle, she had to brace herself against the wall for a moment and let her brain catch up to her racing pulse.


  She set the bag down and peeled everything off except her knickers and socks, then dropped the dress over her head and scrutinized her reflection.


  She hated it immediately.


  Why was her skin so pallid? She disappeared against the satin. Why were her thighs wider than her hips? Why did her knicker-line have to protrude? You had to create the illusion of going commando in dresses like this; everyone knew that. And why was the thermostat set low enough in here to harden her nipples? She folded her arms across her chest, shame burning the back of her sinuses.


  The curtain suddenly clinked aside and back into place. “Told you you’d look great, babe,” whispered Mardy.


  Her breath caught. She covered her face with her hands. Her voice dripped mortification. “Oh my God, get out.”


  He giggled. “The manager will see me.” He was so close that he couldn’t not put his arms around her waist—there was nowhere else for them to go. He bent his head to hers, the smell of chewing gum mixing with tobacco and his own faint musk. “Are you going to buy it?”


  “Are you actually taking the piss? I want to burn it.”


  “Why?” Mardy drew back as far as the cubicle would allow and appraised her. She felt his hands wander down to pinch at the hem, check its length. “It’s nice. Different. You do want it, babe. I saw the way you looked at it in the window.”


  She replied, “It looked better on the mannequin,” but what she meant was, it would look better on Sammy. How tired she was of having to navigate the crater that girl had left behind.


  “Er, no.” His hand cupped her bum. “Can’t do this to a mannequin.”


  She snorted and said, “You’re an idiot.” He shushed her and drew her face into his chest to stifle her response, and they stood like that for a long moment. His heart beat through his jacket, sure and steady against her forehead, and his fingers slowly curled into her hair as a different mood took hold. Their exhalations were too loud in the tiny space. She felt movement in his trousers. The response from between her own legs? Nothing.


  “You need to go,” she whispered.


  The curtain twitched. He sighed. “She’s standing right there. I’m going to get a bollocking.”


  “You should have thought about that earlier.”


  He shifted. His tone changed. “What are the bullets for, Fridge?”


  They both looked down. Amid her discarded clothes, the plastic bag had spilled its secrets.


  “Shooting,” she said.


  “Shooting what?” Easy question, easier lie, and yet Bridget couldn’t think of one—rabbits, birds, beer cans, anything would do except this strange, guilty silence. The longer it stretched, the angrier she got. Mardy lowered his voice. “Shooting what?”


  “Oh, myself, I don’t know,” she snapped. “Can you get out now, please? I’ve asked twice.”


  Without a word, he dashed for the door. The manager yelled at the back of his head, and the look she gave Bridget then, you’d think she’d stepped in something. “Leave, before I call the police!” Bridget didn’t need telling twice; she was already jumping into her jeans. She ran from the shop the second she was decent—still, after all that, wearing the slip dress. Flustered with embarrassment, she hardly felt the cold. At the next alley, she flung her bag and bra down and started buttoning up her top.


  Mardy was already there, getting his wind back.


  “Are you okay, Fridge?”


  He said the word with such delicacy, as if she was the cornered dog about to bite.


  “Fridge?”


  “My name’s Bridget,” she fired back, “and I’m fine.”


  “Sure? You just said you were going to blow your head off.”


  “It was a joke, Mardy.” She shoved her arms into her coat sleeves and zipped up the front with a quick, sharp rasp.


  “A really bad one.”


  “Well,” Bridget served—buttons askew, bra swinging from her hands, she found herself shouting without knowing why—“I’m grieving, so.”


  “Yeah,” he volleyed, “you’ve been through shit, I get it. But this whole attitude, like you’re the first person to lose a friend, is getting really fucking old, Fridge.”


  Lose? Lose? Sammy wasn’t a set of keys.


  She wasn’t a friend, either. The feelings would be cleaner, surely. The grief would be simple, with no savage relief muddying the water. She’d never had the courage to ask anyone after the crash: Is it okay if I hated her?


  “Have you ever seen,” she said, voice trembling uncontrollably, “someone you know turn into meat?” Her eyes looked like glass: glistening, even the whites. She held up a hand to stop his reply. “She was meat, Mardy. Roadkill. Her clothes were the only thing that looked human.” She gasped for air that wouldn’t come. “No one should ever have to see that.”


  Mardy started forward. “You’re having a panic attack.”


  “Don’t touch me.”


  She charged past him into the dull gray of the street. The scattering of people there murmured to each other—look, it’s the girl whose friend died in that awful crash—and Bridget turned her back to them, gritting her teeth. How long had Sammy been dead? Long enough, and yet somehow Bridget was still being defined by her.


  She hadn’t helped matters, of course. She hadn’t broken new ground, only kept to the grooves Sammy had carved for her. The same choice of college, the same clothes, the same stomping ground. Even the same boy. A rat in a cage pressing the same old buttons, a slave to dopamine. No more. She passed a beggar, a collection tin for the PDSA, a wishing fountain, and she threw coins their way until she had nothing else left to give.


  They sat for dinner, she and Grandpa Frank, at the tiny kitchen table. He couldn’t abide chat at mealtimes, so they ate in near silence; their spoons scraped the bottoms of their bowls and their mouths worked gingerly around the microwaved lasagna. However, it was companionable. Grandpa Frank didn’t ask much of her—he never had. Not the most paternal of men, he simply got on with his routine as if she’d never come here, as if she was passing through. Sometimes he asked about school. Exams. Never sex or the sanitary products in the bathroom. Never Sammy, for which she was grateful. And each night, when he finished his meal, he would rinse his bowl and spoon and set them to drain, pop open a can of Coke—a sole concession to sugar—and plant a whiskery kiss on the crown of her head without saying a word.


  Tonight, she grasped his hand as he made for the living room. He glanced down and frowned.


  “I’m heading straight up,” she said.


  Grandpa Frank gestured with his Coke. “Generation Game’s starting.”


  “It’s the eighteenth.”


  The date of the crash. Always the date of the crash. He needed no further explanation. He muttered something gruff about time passing and patted her shoulder. “Sleep well, then.”


  “You too.”


  Off he went in search of his leather recliner, clearing his throat with a cough. The TV murmured to life. She sat unmoving for a while in the darkening kitchen, until she heard Grandpa Frank scrunch up the can of Coke like he always did when he was done. She scraped the rest of her meal down the sink and washed her bowl and spoon, placing them neatly on top of his, and helped herself to a swig of milk and a Wagon Wheel. By the time she padded to the living room, the half temazepam she’d crushed into his food had done its job.


  She didn’t allow herself any guilt as she tucked a rug around his legs. The shotgun had a bark to it, and she didn’t want to startle him.


  She loaded the shells by touch in the hallway. On that dim winter’s evening, electric light felt like an imposition. Plus, it would suggest wakefulness to anyone lurking outside, and—she snapped the gun closed with a grimace—Bridget wanted Shuck to let his guard down. She wanted to be close enough to hear a whimper when she pulled the trigger.


  The gravel out front was rimed with frost. Every step sent cracks whisking across the skein of ice, as if the house perched upon water. She paused to listen when the ground finally turned to noiseless grass. The cold ached against her eyeballs. She heard the distant hush of tires on tarmac and the ticking of the clock in the house behind her, but nothing organic—no crickets; they perished in autumn, singing lullabies to their eggs—nothing living except her own breath and her own blood throbbing in her ears.


  She tiptoed between grass and stone. Years of Sammy jumping out and scaring her by shouting Woof! in her face had trained her to expect surprises; she didn’t blink twice when a dark shape skittered along the tree line, snapping twigs in its wake. Her glove was too bulky for the trigger guard. She bit it off and readied a finger, wincing as her scar met the burn of cold steel. The gun bucked, spitting shot. The boom echoed, and then crackled as shot tinged off the trees, before silence restored itself. Already, she knew she’d missed; the peace was too thick, loaded. Watchful. She glanced back toward the house. She knew Grandpa Frank lay within, and yet its windows stared gauntly as if plucked out. As if the structure had stood empty for years. It was quite a distance away, further than she’d realized. Had she given Shuck room to double past her?


  Her lips peeled apart, skin splitting. “Shit,” she whispered shakily. How could she be so stupid?


  Frost dampened everything—feeling, fear, even adrenaline. With a sense of unreality, Bridget lumbered stiffly around the garage, stepping through undergrowth, to check the back of the house. After that, she would go inside. Warm up.


  Bridget?


  She hesitated, pinned between the wall of the garage and a holly bush. The voice had come to her as if from underwater.


  She looked over her shoulder toward the front drive.


  Bridget!


  Two red lights.


  She whirled around to face them. Fired.


  The lights fell; something heavy hit the gravel, gurgled. Steam lashed the sharp air. The wind brought iron with it. She stared, shotgun limp in her hands. A strange, twisted protuberance spun in the air, round and round, accompanied by a fast click-click-click.


  Like . . . like a bicycle pedal and chain.


  Bike reflectors.


  Mardy.


  She’d shot Mardy.


  Halfway to his side, her legs gave out. She wailed an approximation of his name and her voice broke, ripped by grief. Starlight picked out the speckled texture of his torso: he glistened like ground beef. She crawled toward him; she touched his wounds, expecting to sink her fingers inside him, but found him peppered with something coarse and dry. And he stirred, conscious! She gasped; at that range, buckshot should have torn him apart.


  “Bridge,” he breathed.


  She touched his face. It was a wonder he had a face. The man at the store—he must have swapped out the shells, given her rock salt instead. Dangerous, but not always lethal. Less than useless against a creature like Shuck. She threw the shotgun aside in despair.


  “Mardy,” she whimpered. “I’m so—so sorry.”


  “I heard a gunshot.”


  She sobbed. Of course he’d been on his way to check on her. Of course Mardy would do that. She’d fired into the trees and probably hastened his coming.


  Her chest hitched. “I need to go and phone an ambulance.”


  When she turned around, Shuck was standing over them.


  Her hand moved for the shotgun—idiot; it was unloaded, and what were the shells in her pocket going to do, exactly?—but Shuck got there first. A streak of white teeth. Splitting pain. She screamed herself hoarse, but of the two souls nearby, one lay dying, the other lay drugged. No one was coming to help. He yanked her into the murk of the trees, and she tried not to look at her arm as the dog’s teeth degloved it, but she felt every bone in her wrist grind to dust, and thought she would pass out.


  Past the trees, across a ditch into open marshland, Shuck came to a halt and dropped her ruined arm onto the pale, frozen grass. Each green blade was encased as if by glass—a field of sparkling teeth, their tiny points reflected in the sky far, far above. A lower jaw, an upper jaw, and the fens a wet tongue between them so flat as to discern the curvature of the Earth.


  It struck Bridget, then, that she had been brought across some boundary. That although he’d let go of her, she’d never left Shuck’s mouth.


  She lay sprawled on the ground for some time, if time could be measured here. Ice crystals formed on her lashes. Slowly, the wilds returned. A raft spider tiptoed beside her head; a fen cricket burrowed into the rich soil; a pair of dappled curlews gracefully dipped their downturned bills amongst tussocks of cocksfoot and red fescue as the giant dog curled around her and licked warmth into her cheeks. His breath was foul.


  Will you never learn?


  A tired, resigned sort of hatred settled in her limbs. Her head lolled away from him, a million teeth stabbing her cheek. Several yards and several lifetimes away, blue lights flashed on the side of the road. A police car. An ambulance. A jackknifed haulage lorry. If she concentrated, she knew she would recognize the smoldering remains of a moped. Of the smear that had been Sammy, she saw nothing.


  A woman in a high-vis jacket was loping in Bridget’s direction, the beam of her torch sweeping the smoking debris, searching. Bridget watched her advance for an age; she watched for so long that by any reasonable physics, she should have been found, but for all the woman walked, she came no closer.


  Oh, Bridget’s body was found, certainly. But this moment was only a simulacrum of that one. A holding pen. A threshold between life and everything after.


  Heartsore, as she always was when the truth rushed back in, Bridget turned away from the crash. She had been here many, many times. Had failed to move on many, many times. At least her end was calm. Private. She’d crawled far enough away from the accident to find a little tranquility, which turned out to be a blessing and a balm when she surfaced raw from every failure. What must it have been like for Sammy to return to this moment, that wretched, inhuman state, again and again as she reconciled with her own Death?


  Not for the first time, resentment softened into a resemblance of grace.


  Shuck lay his muzzle upon his front paws and looked at her pityingly.


  You tried to kill me again.


  Until she accepted him, she was stuck on a loop. Playing infinite projections over which she had minimal control. This, he had explained. Meanwhile, the world continued on without her. While she was lucid, she asked, “Grandpa Frank?”


  Is still safe and well. Mardy, too, though I don’t know why you fixate on that boy. He thinks of you not one bit. Her face crumpled at this. The Mardy she always conjured was not the Mardy she’d known. Shuck snuffled at her neck. Peace, child. It is the way of things. Are you ready to try again?


  Bridget shook her head. She grasped a handful of his greasy scruff, tight enough to imprint the sensation of a fist onto her mind. Something to anchor her, force a reckoning. Something to give her courage for the next attempt. “I need a minute.”


  A minute, a millennium. He sighed, nostrils flaring close to her face like the twin barrels of a gun. I can give you all the time in the world, Bridget.


  THE WISHING POOL


  TANANARIVE DUE


  Joy nearly got lost on the root-knotted red dirt path off of Highway losing sight of the gaps between the live oaks and Spanish moss that fanned across her hood and windows like fingertips. Driving back to her family’s cabin twenty years later reminded her that the woods had rarely been restful for her. Once, Dad had made her play outside instead of sitting on the couch with her Virginia Hamilton books, and she’d stepped in an anthill up to her shin. She howled so loudly from the vicious stinging that Dad and Mom heard her all the way from the lake, and when they reached her they expected to find her half dead. She’d never forgotten that wild, frightened look in their eyes. No, Joy did not like the woods.


  If she’d started her trip closer to dark, she would have had to turn around and wait out the night at the overpriced Hampton Inn off of I-10. (Like her father, she didn’t want to sleep alone at her parents’ main house in the ashes of her childhood ten miles back toward civilization.) But her father’s old Bronco finally appeared in the glare of orange dusk light fighting through the treetops, parked in front of the cabin.


  And the cabin looked so, so small—much smaller than she remembered. The trees and wildly growing ferns dwarfed it, with no obvious path to the door from the red-brown dirt driveway. She’d imagined that she and her brother might fix the cabin up as a rental one day, but in real life it was puny and weather-beaten and sad, more relic than residence. Their great-grandfather built this cabin in the 1920s to hide from lynch mobs roused by their envy that a Negro businessman could afford a shiny new Ford Model T.


  Every inch of the cabin was sagging a hundred years later, weary of standing. The slanted roof had collected a thick blanket of dead leaves at the heart of the L shape that separated the cabin’s main room from its single bedroom. The bathroom her parents had added in the rear in the nineties wasn’t in great shape, Jesse had warned, but it was better than the outhouse she still saw a few yards beyond the cabin, its wood blackened with age.


  How had Dad been living there alone for two months? Maybe longer, if her brother’s theory was true: that he’d moved into the cabin soon after Mom’s funeral a year ago. Almost to the day.


  “How?” she said aloud.


  Gaps between the walls’ wooden slats gaped like missing teeth, so the cabin probably had no insulation just when the weather was getting cold. Joy was wearing a jacket and it wasn’t dark yet. North Florida wasn’t New York, where she lived now, but it wasn’t South Florida either. The temperature was dipping to the forties at night. Jesse had warned her to bring extra blankets to supplement the coal stove, which was still the main heating source.


  The cabin looked abandoned. But dim light bled through the threadbare curtains she recognized in the window, the ones with patterns of fish Mom had found at a garage sale with Joy a million years ago. Or yesterday. Time was a mystery and a lie since Mom had died.


  Joy was glad that Dad wasn’t waiting outside, since she might have forgotten to prepare herself to see him look smaller too. Thinner. More frail. Grayer. Jesse had warned her what to expect after his visit a week ago—the reason she was here—but she might have forgotten if the cabin had looked anything like she remembered it.


  Joy checked her cell phone: NO SIGNAL. Shit. No wonder Dad never picked up his cell phone. Jesse said he’d made an appointment to install a land line, but the technician couldn’t come for another thirty days. She wished she could call Jesse now; she was a year older, but he was a better fit for this job. He’d been deployed in Afghanistan most of Mom’s last year with cancer, so Joy was the one who had cleaned and fed her and raged at negligent nurses. They both knew it was Jesse’s turn now. She could not have faced another round of nursing home applications and medical assessments on her own, not so soon. Jesse had already taken Dad to a neurologist in Jacksonville to confirm the dementia they already suspected before Mom died.


  But Jesse’s last visit had worried him so much that he’d promised Joy he would drive from Jacksonville to stay with Dad in the cabin every weekend. He just wanted to be sure she didn’t think Dad needed more than that. All he’d asked from Joy was one weekend.


  “Stay there in the cabin with him a couple nights,” he’d said. “Observe his life. Let’s compare notes on what we think we should do.”


  Then Jesse had held her forearm and stared her in the eye. “But he loves it out there, Joy. He really wants to be in that cabin. That’s the only thing that makes him happy.”


  If she’d realized what Jesse really meant, she would not have come alone.


  Joy heard her father’s terrible cough before she reached the door.


  For a couple of years, Joy had a friend during their family visits to the cabin. It turned out that a white family lived in a lake house only a quarter mile away, an easy walk if you knew where to look. The two kids were miraculously close to their ages: a daughter, Natalie, who was ten like Joy, and a son, Nate, who was only a year older than Jesse. For two summers and two winters, Joy and Natalie had tried every way they knew to entertain themselves in the woods. Collecting tadpoles. Tracking butterflies. Kicking over ant mounds in vengeance. Whittling figures from fat twigs. Smoking cigarettes Natalie stole from her mother. Anything that wasn’t fishing.


  Natalie was the one who told her about the Wishing Pool, which was midway between their properties, nestled between two ancient live oaks that bent toward each other as if to hug. It was more like a puddle than a pool, Joy had always thought, maybe six feet across, so shallow that the green-brown water only reached their knees—although Natalie cautioned against ever touching the water.


  “It’s for wishes,” Natalie said. “Touching the water ruins them.”


  For their first wish, they kept it simple. They wished for a dog.


  They didn’t think it through, exactly. They didn’t live together or even see each other outside of short visits, so they didn’t have a clear picture of what that joint dog ownership would look like. But the next morning, when Joy was arguing with her brother over who had to wash the dishes piled in the cabin’s tiny sink, she heard a happy bark outside. She rushed to the window and saw Natalie with a grin that filled her face. A black-and-white dog, coat a bit muddied (as if, just maybe, it had crawled out of the Wishing Pool), was running in circles around Natalie. Just like that, they had their dog.


  Dad said it looked like a terrier mix of some kind, one hundred percent pure mutt, and filthy at that, but they were ecstatic. No collar identified an owner who might be looking for him, so the dog was theirs. They named their dog Lucky because—well, the obvious. Lucky fetched sticks no matter how far they threw them, helped them sniff out rabbit holes, barked protectively at any strange rustlings, and generally made everything they did ten times more fun. They washed, combed, and groomed him until he looked like he belonged on TV.


  They worked out a joint custody arrangement with their parents: Natalie would keep Lucky until the Christmas visit to the cabin, and then Joy could take him until summer.


  But none of that happened. The day Joy was scheduled to go home, Natalie knocked on the cabin door teary-eyed and said Lucky had crawled out of her house and wouldn’t come when she called. From the first time she heard, Joy knew the dog was gone. She wasn’t surprised to learn, on her next visit, that Natalie had never seen Lucky again. She decided their wish had not been specific enough: they should have said they wanted a dog to keep.


  Natalie had changed in the six months Joy had been away, a bit thinner, not smiling as much, bored with tadpoles and butterflies. The Wishing Pool had shrunk too, only half its previous size, the water more brown than green. Joy assumed they would wish to bring Lucky back, but Natalie just shrugged and said she didn’t want a dog anymore.


  “My wish is for my parents to get a divorce,” Natalie said.


  That wish was unimaginable to Joy, but Natalie said her parents fought so much that she’d rather they split up and get separate houses. She’d mapped it all out: two Christmases, two summer vacations, guilt presents. So Natalie threw the shiny penny in the pool, closed her eyes, and said, “Please let my parents split up.” Joy was both scandalized and thrilled. The secret felt better than smoking. But the wish didn’t come true. At least not right away.


  The next summer, when Joy knocked on Natalie’s door, a tenant answered and said they had sold the house after the owner was killed by a drunk driver. “Natalie?” Joy had said, hardly able to speak. The tenant soothed her: “No, honey, the little girl and her mom are fine. They lost the daddy, though.”


  Please let my parents split up, Natalie had said.


  As an adult, Joy told the story often with a breezy air, never confessing how she’d walked far out of her way to avoid the Wishing Pool ever since. How maybe it was the Wishing Pool, not the boredom of fishing, that had soured her on visiting the cabin with her parents after she graduated from high school. How the Wishing Pool had ended her childhood.


  “Joya!” Dad said, the nickname he’d made up for her. He grinned, his teeth unchanged, stripping thirty years from his face. That would be her happiest memory of this visit: his eyes bright with surprise and delight when he called her by the name that belonged to him alone.


  Then another cough came, terrible, swaying him until he steadied himself against the door frame. He sounded winded despite the canula in his nostrils, tubes snaking to rest heavy in a pocket of his robe. He was wearing piss-stained long underwear and a threadbare robe.


  Joy wanted to burst into tears. Somehow, she didn’t, leaning in for a casual hug. She was relieved that the nape of his neck smelled the same. She clung to every grace.


  “Surprise, Dad!” She hadn’t realized how good an actress she was.


  Jesse hadn’t told her the most important thing: Dad was dying. Maybe Jesse was hiding it from himself. She’d seen plenty of death up close with Mom, so she knew it when she saw it. The shriveled frame. The dark shadows beneath his eyes. That cough. How could Jesse have left Dad like this even for a day?


  If she’d had a phone, she would have called for an ambulance already.


  “Well, why the heck didn’t you call when you got to town?” Dad said. “I’m a mess. I would’ve . . .”—he surveyed himself—“. . . done better, pumpkin.” He coughed a river of phlegm.


  She took his arm—so thin!—and led him back inside, nudging the door closed with her heel so no heat would escape. The coal stove glowed golden orange through the grate, but it must be burning embers. The front room was cold, so his bedroom must be frigid. She wanted to take out a notebook and start making a list of the urgent things he needed.


  Heat.


  Clothes.


  Medicine.


  Chronicling it in her head dispassionately kept her lip from trembling.


  “I’ll help you put a few clothes in your bag. Then I need to take you to a doctor.”


  Dad waved an impatient hand over his shoulder before he opened the stove’s door and stirred the dying coals. “I’m not gonna talk about that.” Joy’s silence finally wore him down. They had always had a kind of telepathy, weathering Mom and Jesse’s emotional storms with telling glances. “I’ve already seen the doctors, Joya. There’s nothing I can do. It just has to play out. That’s that. Ask your brother. We’re not gonna talk about it.”


  So Jesse did know more, probably had heard a diagnosis. She’d fought so hard not to be irritated at Jesse, but now she was furious. Jesse was doing it again. He was hiding behind her.


  Dad’s hands had been waving above the coal bin so long that she realized he had forgotten his task. “Let me light that,” Joy said. “It’s freezing in here, Dad.”


  She’d sounded scolding, like Mom would have. They both heard it. The enormity of Mom’s absence rocked through them.


  Dad looked down at the coal, hiding misty eyes, and shrugged. “Not cold to me. But do what you want. Jesse was always cold too. Jesse was just here, you know. Few days ago.”


  “He told me.” That was almost all he’d told her.


  “Anything you want to know, ask him. Jesse’s got it . . . under control.” He coughed with a mighty struggle for breath.


  “Dad, don’t talk. You’re wearing yourself out.” She helped him sit down in the wobbly wooden chair at the table, cupping his elbow. The ritual evoked a vivid image of helping Mom sit down to eat her last meal before they took her to the hospital she never came home from.


  Joy’s hands shook less when she dug into the coal bin and savored the rough texture of the coal, which was running low. The puzzle of finding the matches. The miracle of flame.


  A thought made her nearly gasp with hope. “Is the phone hooked up?”


  Dad reached into the pocket of his robe to pull out his cell phone, as shiny as new.


  “Not your cell, Dad. Jesse said he called the phone company.”


  “Don’t know . . . anything about that,” Dad wheezed.


  “I’m sorry—don’t try to talk.”


  She checked his cell anyway, but it was dead. She wondered when he’d last charged it and decided it was probably ages ago—because her father had dementia. Hope, once spent, had exhausted her. Her situation flared into harsh focus again.


  “Okay,” she said in a down-to-business tone that made her own ears prick, eager to hear the plan. “First we need to warm it up in here. Then I’m gonna bring in my bag.” Dad had a stack of newspapers piled on one end of the sofa, but she could clear it to sleep. She’d forgotten to bring extra blankets, but she could probably find some. If she meditated, she might be able to sleep. Eventually.


  “You’re staying?”


  “Tonight, yes.”


  That was the simplest thing. His coughing had stopped, so it might not be the emergency she’d feared. The cabin was cold, but not frigid. The gaps in the planks had been patched with drywall; Jesse’s work, she guessed. A kettle and saucepan were on the stove and she saw a stack of soup cans in the cabinet, ordered by type with military precision. Jesse again. She always traveled with a bag of protein bars, so she had plenty for breakfast and lunch, enough to share. Maybe Jesse really did have it under control.


  The idea of a night’s sleep, putting off tomorrow, elated her.


  Then she saw the tears shining in her father’s brown eyes. “Dad? What’s wrong?”


  He shook his head, staring at the bright orange glow of the stove. She waited, so he finally said, “I’m forgetting her. Your mother.”


  “You’ll never forget Mom,” she said before she could think, and the look he gave her was a lashing, as if she had betrayed his honesty with lies. “Some part of you will always—”


  “Horseshit,” he said. “I can’t remember a thing. If I took my meds. If I ate.” He spoke the final word painfully. “Have I bathed? I could take all of that, but . . . now it’s Patricia I’m forgetting. I can’t remember your mother’s middle name.” The confession wrenched him.


  “Jesse probably doesn’t know it either.”


  “That’s different,” he said. “He didn’t know her since she was sixteen. He didn’t grow up down the street from her. He’s not one of the only ones left who should know.”


  Dad was so upset that he was shaking. His trembling loosed a coughing fit that made her doubt her plan to let him stay the night. His cough sounded like it needed a hospital.


  “Her middle name is Rose,” Joy said—is, not was—and Dad closed his eyes like the name was a devotion. She rubbed his back—his bones felt so frail!—and his coughing eventually stopped. She was glad to see that the tiny kitchen’s faucet still worked. The well water tasted fresh when she tested a sip before handing him the glass.


  “Yes, Rose,” he wheezed when he could speak. “Patricia. Rose. Bryant.” Mom’s name before she got married. He repeated it several times. He found a pad on his table and wrote with the pen tied to it with a rubber band: Patricia Rose Bryant in jittery script. She saw other words and phrases he’d written: Jaden and Jordan, Jesse’s children. 10-2-32,his birthdate.


  She flipped the page and saw he’d filled the other side with his reminders. And the next page. He was harvesting his memories, collecting them one by one. Catching them while he could. Had he filled the entire notebook?


  “Dad,” Joy said gently, “do you know that sometimes people die of a broken heart? It’s bad enough that we lost her, but you can’t do this to yourself every time you can’t think of something right away. Can you let yourself heal a little bit?”


  “Heal.” He spat the word.


  “You’re torturing yourself,” she said. “You can’t live like this. You’ve turned Mom into a kind of ghost haunting you. She wouldn’t want that. It’s all right to let some of it go.”


  “Sometimes,” Dad said, “I can’t remember her smile, Joya.”


  Then he buried his face in his arms on the tabletop and sobbed. Which led to a spate of coughing so severe that she was ready to carry him to her car if she had to. But then it stopped, and Dad went to his bed to sleep propped up on a mound of pillows, sitting up. But he slept.


  Her cell phone told her it wasn’t even seven o’clock. The sky had not darkened yet.


  Joy remembered the Wishing Pool.


  She found herself looking for the trail with the powerful flashlight she kept in her emergency pack in the trunk of her car. Much of the woods were overgrown and unrecognizable years later, but she knew to veer right after the outhouse, so she waded through the underbrush and tried to find any hints of the trail.


  She never did. But she did see the twin live oaks, still standing, eerily unchanged, their trunks colored bright gold in the waning daylight. A beacon calling to her, almost.


  When she reached the trees, she was sure the Wishing Pool would have dried up. But it hadn’t. It barely looked like a puddle anymore, covered in leaves, but dark brown water still peeked through in that spot and only that spot. Joy wanted to test its depth with her foot, but she remembered what Natalie had said about tainting it with touch. So she didn’t.


  Thinking about Natalie was almost enough to change her mind. But not quite.


  Joy reached into her back pocket for the change she’d shoved there after she broke a twenty at a McDonald’s on the road. A shiny penny gleamed in her flashlight beam. She pressed it between her fingertips until the copper was warm, her heart speeding up.


  The last time she had stood in this spot, Mom had been alive, back in the cabin with Dad. How could this physical place still exist when the life it was tied to was gone?


  “Please,” she said aloud to the night woods, “just let my father be healthy and happy.”


  She tossed her penny into the murky water just beyond the edge of a drowned leaf and watched until it sank out of sight. She waited for the surge of certainty she’d felt as a child that magic was humming around her. Instead, while crickets whirred in a fever, she could only remember Natalie’s dead father and his salt-and-pepper beard. She wondered if Natalie had blamed herself for his death and felt certain she had. Joy wanted to plunge her hand into the puddle and retrieve her penny, but she told herself she was being silly, since wishes weren’t real.


  Or she might ruin her wish if she touched the water.


  Or both.


  The short walk to the cabin was harrowing because it got dark so fast, but Joy was grateful to return a warming room and the sound of her father snoring safely in his bed. No coughing. She touched his forehead. No fever. Could the wish that couldn’t possibly work be working already? She didn’t believe it—but wanting to believe made her smile at herself.


  Smiling made everything easier. She cleared off the sofa, found fresh blankets in the cedar-scented trunk at the foot of Dad’s bed (beside two large oxygen tanks she tried not to notice), and chanced upon a package of almond M&M’s she didn’t know she had in her purse. She was asleep as soon as she rested her head. The cold room only made her sleep harder, and she dreamed a kaleidoscope of her childhood: lively meals and talent shows and beach days. She woke up in the daylight feeling better rested than she had in weeks, swaddled under a mound of blankets.


  The first thing she heard was the silence. No snoring. No coughing. No sound at all.


  She kicked off her blankets and jumped up to look into the bedroom’s open doorway. Dad’s bed was empty, his blankets on the floor. She barely squeezed out the thought Where the hell is—


  And then she heard a chopping sound outside, an axe splitting wood. She’d forgotten how Dad used to chop piles of wood, more than they needed since coal burned long. He said swinging his axe made him feel like John Henry. But now?


  Joy ran outside barefoot, ignoring her cold toes and the prickling and poking against her bare soles. A pinecone stabbed her foot so sharply that she was sure it drew blood. She hopped the rest of the distance to find Dad in the shadow of the outhouse, the axe raised high above his head, his back turned. He arced his swing and cleaved the wood chunk in half.


  Then he laughed. Not his polite chuckle he forced out to put her at ease—a deep belly laugh she was sure would make him cough. But it didn’t. He heaved in a breath before he swung the axe again, and his lungs sounded strong and clear. Healthy. He laughed again. Happy.


  Adrenaline tingled Joy’s skin.


  “Be careful!” she said. “Should you be exerting yourself like that?”


  Dad whirled around, startled. His smile withered when he saw her. He stared, eyes flat.


  “Help you?” he said.


  “Very funny.”


  But his eyes stayed flat. His smile stayed gone. Joy’s stomach cramped.


  “It’s . . . Joy. Joya.”


  When he heard his nickname for her, Joya, recognition flared in his eyes, but oh-so-tepid. He studied her features the way he would a painting in a museum. Mildly curious.


  “Joya,” he said. He nodded. He took one step closer to her. Another. He spoke directly into her eyes. “Pleased to meet you. You remind me of someone.”


  His smile returned, perhaps the one he’d flashed for her mother when he spotted her raking leaves in her yard that day he passed on his bicycle when they were both sixteen and he had just moved to her street. Or, perhaps it was the smile he’d worn the first day he held Joy in his arms, still slick from Mom’s womb. Soon, Joy couldn’t see his smile for her tears.


  She only heard the sharp chop of the wood and her father’s strong huff of breath as his laughter and liberation rang in the treetops.


  WHERE OAKEN HEARTS DO GATHER


  SARAH PINSKER


  About “Where Oaken Hearts Do Gather” (5 contributors, 5 notes, 7 comments)


  →“Where Oaken Hearts Do Gather” (Roud 423, Child 313) is a traditional English folk ballad. Like many traditional songs, the lyrics are unattributed. Child transcribed twenty verses, and a twenty-first got added later (and is included here for some unknown reason—I keep writing to the Lyricsplainer mods to get someone to delete it or include it as a separate entry, but nobody responds, and all they’ve done is put brackets around it. Sometimes I hate this site.) Most modern recordings pick and choose verses and include far fewer than the full twenty. There are several variant titles, and the characters’ names shift through the various broadsides and folk and rock versions. —BonnieLass67 (11 upvotes)


  →“The song has also been passed down as “Fair Ellen,” “Ellen and William,” and “Sweet William’s Heart.” There’s a distant cousin in the ballad “Robin Hood and the Waking Wood,” which changes William to Robin Hood and gives him a revenge arc; that one has always struck me as a derivative corruption, though it wasn’t the first to steal someone else’s narrative and give it to Robin Hood. —BonnieLass67 (7 upvotes)


  →“It was documented in John and Alan Lomax’s 1934 book American Ballads and Folk Songs as “While Oaken Sisters Watched,” with a number of changes and Americanizations. In modern times, the ballad (or its variants) has been recorded or played live by artists as varied as Joan Baez, the Grateful Dead, the Kingston Trio, Windhollow Faire, Dolly Parton, Jack White, and Metallica. The verses each chose, and the order they chose to sing them, change the meaning of the song. —BonnieLass67 (6 upvotes)


  > Have you heard the abomination that was on Idol? Some finalist butchered it as “Where Broken Hearts Do Gather.” —HolyGreil


  > If we don’t speak of that I can pretend it doesn’t exist. —BonnieLass67


  →“This song, included among the famous ballads documented by Francis James Child, is an allegorical tale of a tryst between two lovers and its aftermath. —Dynamum (2 upvotes, 1 downvote)


  > That’s awfully reductive, and I’m not sure what allegory you’re seeing. There’s a murder and a hanging and something monstrous in the woods. Sets it apart from the average lovers’ tryst. —BarrowBoy


  > Fine. I just thought somebody should summarize it here a little, since “about the song” means more than just how many verses it has. Most people come here to discuss how to interpret a song, not where to find it in the Child Ballads’ table of contents. —Dynamum


  →“Dr. Mark Rydell’s 2002 article “A Forensic Analysis of ‘Where Oaken Hearts Do Gather,’” published in Folklore, explored the major differences and commonalities and their implications. In The Rose and the Briar, Wendy Lesser writes about how if a trad song leaves gaps in its story, it’s because the audience was expected to know what information filled those gaps. The audience that knew this song is gone, and took the gap information with them. Rydell attempted to fill in the blanks. —HolyGreil (1 upvote)


  > I’ve found my people! That’s the first time somebody has ever beaten me to mentioning Rydell’s work in a conversation before. I got a state grant this year to make a documentary about him and his work and his disappearance. It’s going to be called Looking for Love in All the Lost Places. I named it after his blog. Have you read his blog? It’s a deeper dive into the stuff in his article. More personal, in the way an academic article isn’t supposed to be. —HenryMartyn


  > No, only the article. Didn’t know he disappeared either. I’ll check it out! —HolyGreil


  > @HenryMartyn it’s been two years since your last post on this tune. I keep hoping to get news about your documentary. —HolyGreil


  Listen to the Kingston Trio: “Where Oaken Hearts Do Gather”


  Listen to Joan Baez: “Where Oaken Hearts Do Gather”


  Listen to Windhollow Faire: “Where Oaken Hearts Do Gather”


  Listen to Steeleye Span: “Where Oaken Hearts Do Gather”


  Listen to the Grateful Dead: “Where Oaken Hearts Do Gather”


  Listen to Metallica: “Where Oaken Hearts Do Gather”


  Listen to Moby K. Dick: “Where Oaken Hearts Do Gather”


  Listen to Jack White: “Where Oaken Hearts Do Gather”


  Listen to the Decemberists: “Where Oaken Hearts Do Gather”


  Listen to Cyrus Matheson: “Where Broken Hearts Do Gather” [FLAGGED by BonnieLass67] [UNFLAGGED by LyricSplainer ModeratorBot]


  Full Lyrics for “Where Oaken Hearts Do Gather” (traditional) (7 contributors, 95 notes, 68 comments, 19 reactions)


  (see disambiguation for other versions)


  (see related songs)


  One1 autumn 2,3 as the wind blew cold


  and stripped red leaves4 from branches


  Fair5 Ellen6 ran to meet her love


  Where oaken hearts do gather7,8


  Sweet William robbed the butcher’s son9,10,11,12


  He turned her heart to fancy


  And bade her meet him ‘neath the13,14 bridge15,16


  Where oaken hearts do gather


  “Don’t go,” said Ellen’s sisters two17,18,19,20


  “There’s no good that can follow


  A man met moonlit ‘neath the bridge21


  Where oaken hearts do gather”22


  Fair Ellen turned her eyes from them


  For she had long decided23


  To meet him while the village slept24,25


  Where oaken hearts do gather


  Fair Ellen’s steps did lightly fall


  On autumn’s red-stained blanket26,27,28


  As off she ran to meet her love29


  Where oaken hearts do gather


  Young William stood in moonlight’s glow


  When Ellen came30 upon him


  And kissed him as she stole his heart31


  Where oaken hearts do gather


  She begged sweet Will to show her how32


  He differed from the others33


  And prove to her his love was true34


  Where oaken hearts do gather


  His beating heart35 she placed inside36


  A37 gnarled and knotted ancient38


  to quicken39 come the springtime thaw40


  Where oaken hearts do gather


  And in his chest she built with care41


  A nest of twigs and leaf-fall42


  An acorn43,44 cushioned there to grow


  Where oaken hearts do gather


  And turned he then to look at her


  With eyes still seeking answers45,46


  She kissed him twice47 and left him there48


  Where oaken hearts do gather


  Young William to the village went


  His feet still knew the pathways49


  He knew he’d left his years50,51 behind52


  Where oaken hearts do gather


  [“Wake up,” he cried, though no one heard53,54,55


  “And find the wicked woman56,57


  Who stole my life and voice away


  Where oaken hearts do gather”]


  And when the village came to him58


  He could59 not tell his story


  Or say what fate befell their son60


  Where oaken hearts do gather


  They looked at him with mournful eyes61


  Then listened for his heartbeat62,6364


  Then hung him from the gallows pole65


  Where oaken hearts do gather66


  And in the woods67 fair Ellen wept68


  For she had truly loved him69


  And tried to claim70 him in her way71,72


  Where oaken hearts do gather


  And Ellen’s sisters bowed their heads73


  “There’s no good that can follow


  A man met moonlight ‘neath the bridge


  Where oaken hearts do gather”


  The villagers with torches went74,75


  To rid their woods of danger76,77


  There to avenge the boy they’d hung78


  Where oaken hearts do gather


  But ‘neath the bridge they saw no trace79


  Nor down the steep embankment80


  And none could ever find the place81


  Where oaken hearts do gather82


  Long winter passed then came the thaw83,84


  That set springtime a-budding


  A sapling grew from William’s grave85


  Where oaken hearts do gather


  And every spring86 the villagers


  To the woods bring torch and axe


  To cut short every sapling grown87,88


  Where oaken hearts do gather


  Still sometimes89 when the wind blows cold


  And strips red leaves90 from branches


  Fair Ellen takes91 another love92


  Where oaken hearts do gather93


  1 Some versions begin “In autumn . . .” One early broadside notably began with “each autumn.” —BonnieLass67


  2 Like the more famous “Barbara Allen,” this ballad begins by setting the season. In “Barbara Allen,” of course, the season is spring, the season of new love. —HolyGreil


  3 “Barbara Allen’s” “merry month of May/when green buds all were swelling” is also echoed in the 1880 hit “The Fountain in the Park,” also known as “While Strolling in the Park”: “I was strolling in the park one day/in the merry merry month of May/I was taken by surprise by a pair of roguish eyes/in a moment my poor heart was stole away.” I wouldn’t mention that except for the literal heart getting stolen away Temple-of-Doom-style in this song. —Dynamum


  4 trees that have red leaves in autumn include black cherry, flowering dogwood, hornbeam, sourwood, red oak, white oak, winged sumac, sweet gum, and red maple. it’s reasonable to assume this is referring to red or white oak trees given the title. —HangThaDJ


  > White and red oak aren’t native to Britain. —BarrowBoy


  > What if it was originally “rowan hearts” not oaken hearts? Rowan berries could leave a red carpet, plus there’s all that great mythology around rowan trees. —Dynamum


  > A) there’s no record of a rowan version (check me if I’m wrong, @BonnieLass67, you seem to be the version expert) B) rowan leaves turn more yellow than red, C) the line says red leaves, not berries. —BarrowBoy


  5 It’s interesting that the woman in the song is referred to in almost all versions as “fair,” despite her actions. —Rhiannononymous


  > She could just be fair as in blond? —Dynamum


  –BarrowBoy marked this as a stretch–


  6 Alternate versions feature the usual gang of “Maggie,” “Polly,” “Molly,” “Jenny,” and “Peggy,” etc. as seen in countless other songs, and also “Elswyth,” which I haven’t seen in other ballads. I’ve looked to see if there’s a version of the song with willow trees, given the derivation of that name, but haven’t found one. —BonnieLass67


  7 the woods, presumably. —HangThaDJ


  8 In his 2002 paper, “A Forensic Analysis of ‘Where Oaken Hearts Do Gather,’” and subsequently in his blog, the University of Pennsylvania professor Dr. Mark Rydell attempted to track down the exact provenance of the ballad. He said that not every ballad can be traced to a specific incident or location, but this one had a couple of markers that made him think it was possible. He pointed out that of the two common British species, English oak tree leaves turn coppery brown, not red, in autumn, and sessile oak leaves turn yellow. While it’s true that the song doesn’t specifically say the red leaves are from oaks, it’s the only tree mentioned specifically, and it’s right in the oldest known name of the song, so presumably it means oak trees when it says oak trees. North American oaks might more specifically meet the red leaf missive, Rydell pointed out. In that case, the song would have had to make its way to British lore from America, when songs moved more commonly in the other direction, or else somebody would have to have brought North American trees to Britain early enough that they’d be mature for this song. (Why mature? Nobody pictures skinny little saplings when they’re talking about oak trees. And there’s a “gnarled and knotted ancient” in a later verse.) In his initial research, Rydell attempted unsuccessfully to locate a village with a bridge and a steep embankment and a stand of imported oak trees somewhere nearby. Later, after consultation with a botanist, Rydell came to understand that American oaks planted in Britain don’t necessarily have the same bright color there that they have in their native country; anthocyanin, the main red pigment, needs bright, crisp autumn days to kick into high gear. It just isn’t the same in overcast, damp climates. He concluded that he would not be able to use tree species alone to trace the ballad, but he still had other clues to pursue. —HenryMartyn


  –BonnieLass67 marked this as cool stuff–


  9 This line sets William up as a robber, thus deserving of his fate, and the next line makes you think that Ellen is as fair and innocent as the first stanza implies. —Rhiannononymous


  10 The Kingston Trio’s version changes this to “Sweet William WAS the butcher’s son/ WHO turned her heart to fancy.” —BonnieLass67


  11 Sweet William was supporters’ nickname for Prince William, Duke of Cumberland, known as Butcher Cumberland to his Tory enemies! He died relatively young, with no children. Possible link? —Dynamum


  –BonnieLass67 marked this as a stretch–


  –BarrowBoy marked this as a stretch–


  > There’s absolutely nothing to connect this with Prince William, Duke of Cumberland. You’re barking up the wrong oak tree. — BarrowBoy


  12 Dr. Mark Rydell, in attempting to pinpoint the origin of the song, posited a theory that the line should actually read “Sweet William, Robert Butcher’s son.” —HenryMartyn


  > there was a robert butcher born in liverpool who became an australian politician! he had three sons and five daughters, but he was probably born too late to be referenced in this ballad. —HangThaDJ


  > Yeah, Rydell dismissed him. There’s nothing connecting this song’s path with Australia. It didn’t need to be a famous Robert Butcher, just one who was locally famous enough to be worth putting in the song, so Rydell tried looking for any Robert Butcher whose son named William might have died under unusual circumstances. Rydell found what he was looking for: an aging solicitor named Robert Butcher, living in a village called Gall, had written a strangely passionate pro-hanging letter in the 1770s, right around the time that its prohibition became a popular cause, saying “there are circumstances for which, tragically, hanging is the only proportionate response.” Not “crimes” but “circumstances.” Rydell said in his blog that he was going to England to check Gall out for himself. He made one more post from something called an internet café—this was pre-smartphone, so I guess that was the only place he could get online?—anyway, one more short update and then he never posted again. (Did I mention I’m making a documentary about him? I’m planning on visiting Gall this October. I’ve got an appointment lined up with the woman who runs their town historical society too. Hopefully I can get some answers.) —HenryMartyn


  > What a fascinating story! Your documentary should be really interesting.


  —HolyGreil


  > You should check out Rydell’s blog Looking for Love in All the Lost Places too—it’s like a folksier, less academic version of his research. You can still find it on the wayback machine even though he and his host site are both long gone. —HenryMartyn


  >did this robt butcher have a son who was hanged? what was he hanged for? —HangThaDJ


  >I’ve messaged with the town historian, like I said, Jenny Kirk. She said Butcher’s letter is in their museum. She warned me that it’s just a one-room museum-and-gift-shop, because nothing much ever happened there, but because of that, its publication in London was one of the bigger things that happened to anyone from Gall. He had four sons, one of whom was named William. His William did die by hanging, but there’s no mention anywhere of a crime or a trial. I can see why Rydell thought this was a good lead. —HenryMartyn


  >Did you ask her if Rydell ever got there? — HolyGreil


  >First thing I asked! She said that would’ve been back when she was a kid, and they don’t keep a visitor log. —HenryMartyn


  >i always think of historical society ladies as old biddies. —HangThaDJ


  >Can confirm she is definitely not an old biddy. —HenryMartyn


  13 Variously, “the bridge,” and “Toll Bridge,” in the British versions. “Tall Bridge” in one early American version, “Fall’s Bridge” in Dolly Parton’s. Unclear whether “Fall’s Bridge” means a bridge belonging to someone named Falls, or a more poetic version involving autumn. — BonnieLass67


  14 If it’s a toll bridge, maybe the toll is what William pays in the end. — Rhiannononymous


  –BarrowBoy marked this as a stretch–


  15 The fact that William asked her to meet him under the bridge goes well with the robber line, since we’re told he’s sweet but then immediately told that he’s both a robber and someone who would lure a young woman under a bridge. Maybe it’s an ironic sweet, like an ugly mobster called Prettyboy or something. —Rhiannononymous


  16 Guys! I’m here! In Gall! It has almost everything mentioned in the song: a village, a woods, a stone bridge with a steep embankment. No red carpet of leaves, even though it’s October, but everything else seems to check out. —HenryMartyn


  –HolyGreil marked this as cool stuff–


  17 The sisters function as a sort of greek chorus here. —HangThaDJ


  –BonnieLass67 marked this as a stretch–


  18 Ellen and her sisters represent the three Fates. —Dynamum


  –BarrowBoy marked this as a stretch–


  19 I’ve always thought the sisters were just sisters, trying to warn Ellen, like a good sister would. There are lots of songs where family tries to warn a woman that her man is no good. —Rhiannononymous


  20 It’s worth noting again that the American version documented by the Lomaxes was “While Oaken Sisters Watched.” —BonnieLass67


  21 Okay, but if you take the whole verse as the warning, “There’s no good that can follow a man met moonlit ’neath the bridge,” it can either be a warning telling Ellen not to go because there’s danger for her, or it could be a warning that there’s going to be trouble for him, in which case they might also be saying Ellen herself is no good for William. They seem to know an awful lot about this very specific thing—not just that no good can follow meeting a man at night under a bridge, but also specifically meeting a man at night under that particular bridge, where oaken hearts do gather. —Rhiannononymous


  > Or oaken sisters watch —BonnieLass67


  22 The quotation marks are obviously not part of the song as passed down orally, but they’re in all the sheet music and broadsides I’ve ever seen. In this stanza the chorus really does sound like it’s part of a quote from the sisters, like they know this place by its reputation. —BonnieLass67


  23 This plays like you would expect in this kind of song. Young woman rejects advice from her wise elders and chooses love, and then discovers too late that her family was right and she’s set herself up for tragedy. This ballad later twists that expectation. (Though that leads to the question of why her sisters don’t want this, if they don’t mean the usual “it will lead you astray.”) —Rhiannononymous


  24 I used to think this meant that the village itself slept where oaken hearts do gather. —Dynamum


  >That’s just stupid. —BarrowBoy


  >Hey! I said “used to.” And anyway, there were trees there before people, probably, so technically I’m right either way. —Dynamum


  25 The village that Rydell located, Gall, was adjacent to a small, dense woodland that would have been larger back then. The main road went north/south, with south heading through the woods and over an old stone bridge. —HenryMartyn


  > I’m here now! Bus took ages. Gall was bypassed by the major motorways, so the village is pretty isolated. But that means the woods are still woods! It’s a bit of a walk to the bridge, and very dark at night, but doable. I’ll admit I was hoping there’d be graffiti carved into the bridge saying “William was here” or “El and Will” or something. —HenryMartyn


  26 Could be blood! —Dynamum


  27 This brings us around to what was previewed at the beginning—there the leaves were being stripped by autumn wind, here they’re already on the ground, but she’s off to meet her guy. —Rhiannononymous


  28 Hear me out: if you go with the “in autumn” opening variant that the Dead used instead of “one autumn,” this is something that happens every year. The leaves turn red, and off sweet Ellen goes again. That would explain the different-but-repeated nature of the opening and this stanza. That’s what always happens; what happens to William specifically is what happens this time. —HolyGreil


  –HenryMartyn marked this as cool stuff–


  29 Her light steps and “her love” here tell us that from the narrator’s perspective she is in love and has no intent to deceive. That makes what happens all the more surprising to the listener. —Rhiannononymous


  30 Some versions use “fell upon him” instead of “came upon him” but that definitely changes the nature of the meeting. —BonnieLass67


  31 Still playing with expectations here. We expect “stole his heart” as in fell in love, but the next stanzas make it grossly literal. —Rhiannononymous


  32 This verse is placed interestingly since if the previous one is to be believed, she’s already fallen on him/come to him and stolen his heart, literally or figuratively. Why this demand? —Rhiannononymous


  > Some versions do move this verse earlier. Some move it to before the previous verse (usually matched with “fell upon him” instead of “came upon him” since in that case they’ve already arrived at the same place.) The other variant places it third, just after the invitation to the bridge, as if it’s her response. —BonnieLass67


  > Huh! Either of those would make more sense, since it seems like otherwise this verse interrupts action with a plea. She’s making the demand after she’s already set things in motion. Unless they had already talked it over, and this is her hoping that he does what he’s promised. —Rhiannononymous


  33 This implies that this has happened before. It’s sort of melancholy. Men . . . —Dynamum


  34 There’s no answer given to her request that he prove himself, or else the verse that follows is the test where he’s supposed to prove himself. — Rhiannononymous


  35 There’s really no figurative way to take this. And ew, why is it still beating? —Dynamum


  36 ironic that she places the heart so delicately after ripping it out of his chest. —HangThaDJ


  37 Some early variants say “*her* gnarled and knotted ancient.” —BonnieLass67


  38 Gnarled and knotted ancient what? That’s a weird description. — Dynamum


  > “A gnarled and knotted ancient” = presumably a very old tree. — Rhiannononymous


  >Hey @HenryMartyn, did you or Rydell find a tree like this? — HolyGreil


  > All the trees I’ve seen are new growth. —HenryMartyn


  39 Maybe she thinks his heart in the tree will beat faster when she visits. —Dynamum


  –BarrowBoy marked this as a stretch–


  40 I think this is the other meaning of “quicken,” like “to enter into a phase of active growth and development” per dictionary (example is seeds quickening in soil). —BarrowBoy


  >But then why place it in an old tree instead of in the ground? — Dynamum


  >How would I know? —BarrowBoy


  41 Again, it goes out of its way to say how much care she took with this part of the operation. —Dynamum


  42 In his blog, Dr. Rydell said, “The true nature of the exchange made by Ellen and seemingly agreed to by William is perhaps the greatest mystery remaining in this ballad.” Jenny Kirk is helping me do research into Gall’s local folklore. She was telling the truth that their museum is crap, but she’s great. —HenryMartyn


  43 Maybe this acorn becomes the sapling at his grave? —Dynamum


  44 fun fact: only one in ten thousand acorns becomes an oak tree. — HangThaDJ


  45 I think this line goes out of its way to make clear that he’s not vegetative at this point, pardon the pun. He’s aware enough to ask questions, though you’d think he would have looked at her before now, and asked questions before now, like “Hey, do you mind putting my heart back? I’m using that.” —Rhiannononymous


  46 Maybe he was under some kind of spell? —Dynamum


  –BarrowBoy marked this as a stretch–


  > Stop marking me down! A few lines later he has literally no voice, so a spell isn’t unreasonable. He’s trying to use his eyes to ask questions. —Dynamum


  > @BarrowBoy all you ever do is mark stretches and shoot down other peoples’ theories without ever offering any yourself. Do you care about this ballad at all?—Dynamum


  > I don’t even like this song. The melody’s okay, but it needs a bridge. —BarrowBoy


  > technically it has a bridge. old, made of stone . . . — HangThaDJ


  > Argh. If you don’t like the song, why are you here? — Dynamum


  > For those sweet sweet LyricSplainer level badges. U? —BarrowBoy


  > I love the song, but also it’s fascinating! A lot of songs are straightforward, but I love the ones like this that develop a sort of detective team. We’ve got BonnieLass with all the background/history stuff, and Henry the dashing young field work expert, and DJ with random facts and Greil with musicology and Rhiannononymous on language details. —Dynamum


  > What does that make you? Comic relief? — BarrowBoy


  > Better than you, the one everyone hates but has to put up with. —Dynamum


  > If @HenryMartyn’s our field researcher, can I point out that he’s stopped responding? His last response here was on the last verse, over a year ago, and he hasn’t posted on any other songs either. I keep checking in hoping he’ll tell us more about his film. I wish I knew his real name. —HolyGreil


  > Hmm. I searched “state arts grant” and “Mark Rydell” and “Looking for Love in All the Lost Places” and got a hit in Pennsylvania. Looks like he’s a Henry from a city called Williamsport (William’s Port? coincidence?) who was a senior at the University of Pennsylvania when he got the grant. I’m not going to post his actual surname here. It seems rude. —Dynamum


  > Look at you with the real detective work! Thanks for the lead. Hmm. He was part of the grant announcement, but not the end of year presentation. —HolyGreil


  47 Is twice significant? She’d already kissed him once (as she stole his heart) but it’s unclear if this is a second kiss, or two more kisses. —Rhiannononymous


  > Maybe the second kiss takes his voice. —Dynamum


  > It’s true that he’s already using his eyes to ask. — HolyGreil


  > I said he was under a spell and got mocked for it! It’s not like this all has to have exact basis in truth. Maybe they just like kissing. —Dynamum


  48 Where did she go? This song never quite makes her and her sisters seem like part of the village. —Rhiannononymous


  49 He’d made this trip so many times he knew it automatically. (I almost said “by heart”) —Dynamum


  50 “His years” = the rest of his days? Living on borrowed time now? — Rhiannononymous


  51 Some variants say “his fears” instead of his years; others say he left “something.” —BonnieLass67


  52 this does make it seem like some kind of spell, like he’s stumbling back without knowing what he’s doing or what has happened. —HangThaDJ


  > THANK YOU. I TOLD YOU. —Dynamum


  53 It doesn’t say anything about her taking his voice before this. —BarrowBoy


  54 @Moderator can we delete this verse or add it at the bottom? It’s only in a handful of the twentieth century versions and nothing earlier. Not part of the original ballad. —BonnieLass67


  –Lyricsplainer ModeratorBot has received this comment and will bring it to a moderator’s attention–


  55 It changes a lot, doesn’t it? “Wicked woman” sounds like it was written by someone else entirely. Without this verse, William just goes along with what’s happening. —Rhiannononymous


  56 Interesting that he doesn’t know where to find her. There’s no verse where the villagers show up at her house, either, even when they spring into action. —Rhiannononymous


  57 i feel bad for him, but he’s kind of a jerk here, trying to shout in the town square in the middle of the night or whatever for everyone to come listen to his problems. i mean, not that any of this is his fault, except he did tell a woman to meet him under the bridge without any regard for the trouble he could get her in. and it does seem like he consented to her test? —HangThaDJ


  58 Does anyone else think it’s strange that “the village came to him”? Where was he? I mean, I guess it means the villagers, not the village, and they came to him at his house? —Dynamum


  59 “Would not” instead of “could not” in some early variations. —BonnieLass67


  >Ha! Would not = wood knot! Get it? —Dynamum


  –BarrowBoy marked this as a stretch–


  > @Dynamum I like that pun no matter if it’s a stretch. Don’t let him get you down. —Rhiannononymous


  60 This collective “their son” is fascinating considering what they do next. This song has some messed up families, y’all. —Rhiannononymous


  >Wait, it’s collective? Like “the son of the village?” I thought it meant “their son” like William and Ellen’s son! —Dynamum


  > I never thought of that, but that works too! Especially with the whole quickening thing! We talked about quickening a seed, but not quickening a womb. —Rhiannononymous


  –Rhiannononymous marked this as cool stuff–


  –BonnieLass67 marked this as cool stuff–


  –HangThaDJ marked this as cool stuff–


  61 The mournful eyes have always made me think they’ve seen this before. —Dynamum


  62 It’s unclear whether they listened for his heartbeat because they’d seen something like this before that his tale reminded them of, or because he looks unwell. —Rhiannononymous


  63 And, y’know, he wasn’t speaking —BarrowBoy


  64 Did people know about heartbeats by the time this song was written? — Dynamum


  > OMG have you heard of Wikipedia? —BarrowBoy


  65 This has always horrified me, that they just went and hung him. I guess it’s understandable if they were freaked out that he didn’t have a heartbeat, but still . . . —Dynamum


  66 Out of all the stanzas, this is the one that makes the least sense with “where oaken hearts do gather” as opposed to “while oaken sisters watch.” —BonnieLass67


  > Yeah, the town gallows pole was likely not in the same place where oaken hearts do gather, unless you count that a gallows made of oak might contain oaken hearts, whatever they are. —Rhiannononymous


  > As you might guess, Gall took down their gallows pole like two hundred years ago. —HenryMartyn


  67 It’s interesting that she’s in the woods again here, since she had left him there? Didn’t she go home? —Dynamum


  68 How is she still being called fair? —BarrowBoy


  69 It’s interesting that the song tells us this, since otherwise you’d think she’s monstrous. I mean, her actions are still monstrous, but somehow it’s better if they’re done out of love?—Rhiannononymous


  70 Some versions say “keep” instead of claim. —BonnieLass67


  71 This “in her way” does a lot of work. —Rhiannononymous


  72 Some versions say “and hoped he’d prove his love to her,” which would harken back to whatever proof she was demanding of him earlier. — BonnieLass67


  73 greek chorus back for an encore of their greatest hit, “i told you so.” —HangThaDJ


  74 This verse and the two above it and one below it are often sung in a different order. —BonnieLass67


  75 i’m anti-villagers with torches and pitchforks generally. —Hang ThaDJ


  76 They’re going to burn the oak trees. William must have given good directions before they hung him, if they think they know which specific trees to burn. —Rhiannononymous


  > Spoiler: for real, they chopped and burned ALL the oak trees they could find. Jenny’s older sisters say it was barbarous, and I’ve seen the result myself. Everything is new growth from the past forty years since they stopped that practice, but you can see the damage done. —HenryMartyn


  77 I wonder what the actual danger is that they think they’re protecting against. Have they had other men stolen this way? I guess if you let it happen once, it could happen more . . . —Dynamum


  –BarrowBoy marked this as a stretch–


  > Argh. Go stretch someone else. I’m just saying we’ve all got our eyes on Ellen, but what do her sisters do all day other than watch? And @HenryMartyn, what do their town records say about stolen people? —Dynamum


  > Jenny says they lost all their old birth and death records in a fire they lost control of. —HenryMartyn


  78 so they felt like they had to hang poor william, but then they go out and avenge him for the wrong ellen did him? there’s some misdirected anger here. —HangThaDJ


  79 Beneath the bridge they saw no trees or they couldn’t find Ellen? It’s unclear. —Rhiannononymous


  80 The steep embankment was another specific geographic clue that Dr. Rydell had hoped to find. —HenryMartyn


  > Can confirm: it’s here! The bridge goes over what’s now a sort of dry gully, but the banks are steep. And, cool thing! I don’t know whether it’s the stone or the moss or some mineral or what, but I guess something’s leaching into the ground here that’s tinting the leaves red near the bridge. I wonder if Dr. Rydell ever got to see this. —HenryMartyn


  81 The only rhyme in the whole ballad, for what it’s worth. —Rhiannononymous


  > Some early variants have the third line as “and none could find poor William’s heart.” It’s possible that the line was original and this change came later, since it’s odd to have a single rhyming line. —BonnieLass67


  > If they couldn’t find William’s heart, does that mean there was one old tree that the villagers didn’t manage to find? — Dynamum


  > I don’t think @HenryMartyn can search the whole forest. —BarrowBoy


  > fun fact! a forest has a traditional legal definition as land owned by the sovereign and set aside as a hunting ground. —HangThaDJ


  > He can’t search the whole woods, then. — BarrowBoy


  82 I don’t know why I’m only thinking of this like fifteen verses in, but if you frame a song around oaks gathering, isn’t the opposite of that to disperse? Maybe they couldn’t find them because they sometimes go elsewhere. Maybe this whole song exists to tell you what to do if this particular thing starts happening to the oaks near you. That could be why it’s tall bridge and fall’s bridge etc too, and different names=different aliases. Maybe there’s a rotation and this town tried harder to get the warning out and protect themselves. —Dynamum


  –BarrowBoy marked this as a stretch–


  83 The Dead turned this verse to major instead of minor. —HolyGreil


  84 The Kingston Trio ended with this verse. —BonnieLass67


  85 Are we not even going to talk about this sapling thing? —Dynamum


  > I found a grave that I think is William Butcher’s, though the stone is very worn and it’s hard to tell. There’s no tree, but I took the next verse to mean that the sapling that grew at the grave was cut down too. —HenryMartyn


  86 And this verse holds Dr. Rydell’s last two big clues! “Every spring” suggested that they might have some sort of village tradition that was still passed down, even if they didn’t know why anymore. On his blog he said the village he found, Gall, had an annual spring festival with a parade and bonfire. —HenryMartyn


  87 Rydell had speculated that the village he was looking for would be near a woods full of mature oaks (keeping in mind that there are plenty of places where woods have been cut back over the centuries, so it wasn’t necessarily there to find at all; he looked at places that had been forested in earlier times as well). Then he realized what this verse implied. Instead of looking for a woods full of oaks, he wanted to go looking for a woods that was, unusually, missing its oaks, under the assumption that the village had kept cutting them down. So now I can personally confirm the woods near Gall are full of old hornbeams and ash trees and the like, but almost no oaks at all. The oaks that are here are younger, which matches up with recent changes to the village’s festival. It used to involve cutting down all the oaks at the end of the summer and burning them in a bonfire, but conservationists argued that was wasteful and poor management, and they stopped doing it in the 1970s. I got here too late for this year’s fest, but apparently now they just do a symbolic burning of a single tree they’ve chopped down for the purpose. —HenryMartyn


  –BonnieLass67 marked this as cool stuff–


  88 Interesting that this accounts for the saplings in the woods, but not the one at William’s grave. Did they cut that one down or leave it? —Rhiannononymous


  >I was asking about that sapling too! —Dynamum


  >There’s one broadside that includes a verse that may answer your question. “And when that day the villagers/uprooted William’s sapling/a keening cry was heard by all/where oaken hearts do gather” —BonnieLass67


  > Why wasn’t that one generally included? That’s great. —Rhiannononymous


  > Child may not have liked the sourcing. In that one version, it replaced the big Revenge on the Trees verse, which was definitely original. —BonnieLass67


  89 Some early versions say “somewhere” instead of “sometimes.” Somewhere doesn’t make as much sense, since presumably the where is known, even if the trees weren’t found. —BonnieLass67


  > That “somewhere” was something Dr. Rydell speculated about in his final blog post. That post was published widely after his disappearance and derided as sentimental and unmoored from fact by many of the same people who had praised his original forensic work. He had worked so hard to find this village, only to start musing about whether a stray “somewhere” might mean this had happened in more than one place. It undercut everything except the song’s extensive travels. —HenryMartyn


  >You haven’t told us anything about his disappearance! What’s up with that? —HolyGreil


  >After that last post saying he’d landed in London and was heading to Gall, he stopped posting and all his known emails bounced. He never returned to his professorship. Nobody here remembers him, and there’s nothing in the police records (I was trying to be thorough.) Unsolved mystery. —HenryMartyn


  90 I’d just like to point out you’ve discussed stealing voices and oaken hearts but you’ll only accept accurate botanical explanations for the red leaves. Not every line has to be perfectly based in truth. Magic? A portent? Some weather pattern that changes the amount of anthocyanin in certain years? A poetically resonant image? (@BarrowBoy, I’m going to beat you to the punch.) —Dynamum


  –Dynamum marked this as a stretch–


  91 I love the present tense in this verse, like it’s still going on. And the multiple meanings of “take” here: take a lover, take a life, or the whole sentence “takes another love where oaken hearts do gather” like she’s bringing him home to meet the family. —Rhiannononymous


  92 And this reminder again from a narrator that we have no reason to disbelieve, saying that it’s a love she takes, not a victim. —Rhiannononymous


  93 In his last blog post, Rydell wrote, “One of the strange things about this ballad is that we’re never quite sure what kind of story it is. Is it a warning about monstrous trees or monstrous lovers? A cautionary tale about forest management? Are we meant to laud the villagers as heroic for their actions? The Gall festival would suggest so, but then why is Ellen portrayed so ambiguously? Maybe we are meant to sing it as the love story of sweet William and fair Ellen. If you ignore the incongruous “wicked woman” verse, neither lover betrays the other’s expectations, and it’s only because of the villagers that their story turns tragic.” — HenryMartyn


  > Having been here a while and listened to Jenny and her sisters, I’ve come to think it’s a little of all the above. Maybe Rydell is right that it’s a love story with a message that love involves give and take, and some ask for more than others. That’s not always such a bad thing, if you’re willing to give. —HenryMartyn


  > @HenryMartyn can you ask your friend Jenny if there are any old oaks that escaped the festival? Like in the “none could ever find the place/none could find poor William’s heart” verse? —Dynamum


  > Thanks for that suggestion! Jenny says she thinks she knows of one. We’re taking another walk in the woods tonight. I’m still looking for the right ending for my film, but I think I’m close. It feels funny to be searching for traces of Rydell where he was searching for traces of truth in this ballad, like we’re all chasing each other. Anyway, thanks for your continued help on this, friends. If nothing else, maybe we’re part of the cycle, bringing an old song to new listeners. —HenryMartyn


  REFINERY ROAD


  STEPHEN GRAHAM JONES


  Years later, at a trivia game in the bar of the hotel Jensen’s company had him at for three days, An Officer and a Gentleman would roll up on every screen. The title and the poster both. The movie was the answer to whatever the obscure question had been—Jensen hadn’t really been interested, was just riding out the cheers and groans, trying to finish his drink without getting jostled too much. The room and meals and cab fares were all expensed, but this drink, all nine


  dollars of it, was his and his alone.


  He left it sitting there, along with two singles for the bartender.


  It wasn’t because he could have won that round if he’d been quicker on the draw. Even if he’d been tuned in, he wouldn’t have called that movie out. He’d never even finished it. According to the screens still assaulting him from all sides, it was from 1982, Richard Gere and Debra Winger, but when Jensen, seventeen then, had pushed it into his family’s VCR in 1988, he didn’t know Gere or Winger by name, by face, any of that. He just knew he’d liked Top Gun enough his sophomore year, and according to the back of the box this was another fighter pilot thing, and had been on ninety-nine-cent rental at the grocery store, so why not.


  Jensen was just getting into the movie when Cara called him. The whole time she was telling him where she was, he was staring at An Officer and a Gentleman paused on-screen, the video barely holding on, the tracking lines and static juddering this drill sergeant scene.


  It was bad for the tape, but Jensen left it paused like that all the same.


  Why Cara needed Jensen to pick her up now now now was that when she’d come home with a tattoo of her dead little brother’s name on the inside of her left wrist, so she could touch it with the fingertips of her right hand, her dad had lost it, called her every name he had coiled up inside, and when Cara finally ran out the front door he’d fired his welding truck up, chased her through all the empty lots on their block, trying to run her down. He only stopped when she stumbled across the railroad tracks and his truck was too long, high-centered on the rails, both the front and back tires spinning in the air.


  When Jensen picked her up at the gas station, Cara huddled in, just told him drive, drive, she didn’t want to be here anymore. Her lip was busted. Jensen offered her a tissue from the little pack his mom kept in the center console. He wasn’t supposed to take the Buick out without explicit permission, but this was an emergency. He was already making the argument in his head. But if he got ragged on for taking it, so what. This was Cara, his best friend. She’d been there for him on the playground in fourth grade, when he wet his pants, and she’d held his hand once at the mall, to try to make a girl Jensen liked jealous, and when her little brother had overdosed in his bedroom last year, Jensen had held her head to his shoulder for all of one afternoon and let her hit the side of her fists into his chest and shoulders every few minutes, when it all rose for her again.


  They picked Mote up once Cara was calm enough. His parents had decorated the front of their house for Halloween, and the reason Jensen turned the headlights off while Mote was locking his front door was that dads being Halloween decoration-cool like that wasn’t what Cara needed to see right then.


  Mote slipped into the back seat like ducking out of a bank he’d just robbed, and that wasn’t all wrong: he had a six of his dad’s beer.


  “Where to?” Jensen asked all around.


  “Just go,” Cara told him.


  They made the usual circuit: up the drag, back down the drag, turning around at the auto parts store, but the night was dead. It was Tuesday.


  “Let me see,” Mote said, taking Cara by the chin.


  He ran the back of his knuckle under her bloodied lip. “It’s gonna fat up,” he told her, leaning back.


  “Thanks, Einstein,” Cara said back, and was just taking his proffered beer when the cop car that they didn’t know had pulled up alongside flashed its light.


  “Shit,” Jensen said, both hands finding the wheel.


  “Shh, shh,” Mote said.


  Cara snaked the bottle down, let it hide alongside her thigh, but the cop hadn’t lit up for them. He was already accelerating away, blasting through the light.


  “Go see,” Mote said to Jensen.


  “What, are we moths?” Jensen said back. It was what his mom always told him, about being drawn to what she called “episodes of trouble.”


  “More like fireflies,” Cara said softly, and Jensen sneaked a look over at her, like her face was going to be as wistful as her voice.


  He waited the red light out, followed that cop car, Mote calling out its right turn.


  It took them back by the gas station Jensen had picked Cara up at. “No,” she said, leaning closer to the windshield.


  “What?” Jensen asked.


  “Where’d he go?” Mote said, leaning over the front seat, his beer dangling from his fingers for all the world to see.


  “Left,” Cara said, so certain Jensen could only follow.


  They could see the blue and red lights a block and a half before they got there.


  It was the train tracks.


  Cara’s dad’s welding truck was crumpled, smashed. Jensen knew the trains slowed, coming through town, but even slow was enough to plow through a truck caught up on the tracks.


  Jensen turned his headlights off, crept as close as they could get away with.


  The firemen were extracting a body from that truck. “He stayed?” Jensen said, not really believing this.


  “He was drinking,” Cara said back flatly, shrugging her left shoulder.


  “Shit, your dad, you mean?” Mote said, finally clueing in.


  “Serves him right,” Cara said, and before Jensen or Mote could stop her, she was stepping out her side of the car and running forward a few feet to hurl her half-full beer.


  She screamed behind it, not words, just anger, and the bottle popped way on the other side of the tracks, drawing all the firemen’s and cops’ eyes.


  They followed the arc that bottle had taken back to Jensen’s mom’s Buick.


  “No, no,” Mote said, slumping down as far as he could in the rearview mirror.


  “C’mon, c’mon,” Jensen said to Cara, though she was too far to hear him.


  She came back all the same, her hands balled at her sides, her gait not nearly urgent enough. The moment she was in, Jensen reversed hard, spun them around in what he hoped wasn’t a guilty manner, and eased away, pulling his headlights back on.


  “What were you doing?” he said to Cara.


  “I hate him so much,” she said back, reaching to the back seat for another beer.


  “Listen, I can just get out—” Mote said, but Jensen turned hard, shutting him up for the moment.


  “They’ll all be looking for us now,” he said, and instead of taking them back to the drag, which would be an invitation to get pulled over, he took smaller and less likely streets. Instead of dead-ending them in a cul-de-sac, the last of those streets finally spat them up at the city limits.


  “Yeah, the sticks,” Mote said. “Great. Wonderful. Nothing bad ever happens out here. Not to people my color.”


  “Mine either,” Jensen said.


  “But girls are completely safe out here,” Cara said, playing along— almost grinning, even.


  Jensen considered her grin: was she even registering what was happening? Her dad was dead. He’d been run over by a train.


  Or maybe she was registering it. Maybe that was why she had that grin.


  “You good?” he said across to her.


  “Excellent,” she said back, looking straight ahead, which kind of put the lie to her words.


  Still, “My mom’s going to see the gas gauge,” Jensen said out loud, to break the awkwardness, and for some reason—he’d never figure it out— it was him saying that that made Cara start in crying. Not hard crying, not even letting herself cry, really. But there were tears she couldn’t help slipping down her face, now. She wiped them away, kept her lips pulled in tight, her eyes still so straight ahead.


  Jensen knew he should put his hand on her knee, or do something, but the excuse he gave for just driving was that, like his mom said, he was responsible for the lives of everyone in the car, so he couldn’t be distracted, since it only takes a moment of inattention to kill everyone.


  “It’s not your fault,” Mote said to Cara, like just stating a fact. “Anyway, he was . . . I mean, I don’t want to—”


  “It’s better this way,” Jensen filled in. “You don’ have to worry about him anymore.”


  “Yeah,” Mote chimed in, evidently even less sure than Jensen what to say.


  “My mom,” Cara said, closing her eyes like for calmness. “First it was my brother, who I was supposed to have been babysitting. And now it’s my dad, who was—”


  “He was trying to run you over,” Jensen reminded her.


  “Train’s like an act of God,” Mote said. “The world calling in his ticket, yeah? Nothing you did, Care Bear.”


  She looked down, sort of grinned again, like trying to fake it until it was real, or real enough. When her head came up, she was drinking long from her bottle, like punishing herself.


  “He, he—my little brother, I mean,” she said, having to stop to burp. “My grandma showed me the pictures once. He looked just like my dad at that age.”


  It was funny to her. Or, she laughed after saying it, anyway. “That’s where he grew up,” she said, chucking her chin down a dirt road Jensen had never seen.


  “Your brother?” Jensen asked.


  “My dad,” she said, something disconnected about the way she said it, like she was really just talking to herself.


  “Serious?” Mote asked, looking down that dark road.


  Jensen slowed so Cara could take a snapshot with her eyes, and then, because there was only blackness opening up before them, he came to a stop, backed up into that road to turn around.


  “No, stop!” Mote said. “Headlights!” Without asking why, Jensen turned them off.


  It was just in time for the red and blue lights already coloring the trees to become a cop car, speeding up the road.


  “How’d they find us already?” Jensen said, his heart jackhammering awake.


  “It’s me they want,” Cara said, her finger to the door handle on her side, like she was going to step out into the road, await judgment.


  The instant the dome light glowed on with her door starting to open, Jensen reached across, pulled it shut again, his body seatbelting her in.


  “No, no, I have to—!” she said, but now Mote had his hand over her mouth, and Jensen knew that if this cop managed to smear his dummy light through their windshield, it would be obvious what was happening: two guys were abducting this girl, one of them holding her down, the other keeping her quiet.


  The cop car slammed past, tore a hole in the night, and drove right through it, the sirens lasting only a moment longer.


  When Cara was calm enough, Jensen drew back to his seat, checking Mote in the rearview.


  “Clear?” he said, and when Mote nodded, Jensen turned the headlights back on.


  At which point a cop car that had been speeding around the curve turned its headlights on, along with its blue and reds.


  Even though he was in park, Jensen still stood on the brakes, washing the darkness behind them red.


  This cop car slowed as if expecting them to pull out in front of it, and then, maybe two hundred yards past them, its brake lights flared.


  “It’s me they want,” Cara said. “I killed him. I killed both of them.”


  “Shut up!” Jensen told her.


  “Go go go!” Mote was saying, making everything worse.


  Jensen shook his head no, but it was his job to keep everyone in the car safe, wasn’t it? He sucked his headlights back in, dropped his mom’s big Buick into reverse, and stomped the gas, the rear tire that got the torque having to spin for two or three seconds before finding purchase.


  Fifty yards back, he whipped them around again, the nose of the car sliding in the dirt, the car fishtailing when he had it back in drive. “We’re gonna dead-end back here, we’re gonna get stuck,” Mote said, practically in the front seat with them now.


  “It comes back into town by the refinery,” Cara said blankly. “That’s where my granddad worked when he was alive.”


  Jensen registered that “when he was alive” and it caught. Was it really necessary to have added that? So . . . what, then, did her granddad do when he wasn’t alive? Did dying not mean the same thing to people out here in the sticks?


  Jensen didn’t ask.


  Driving this narrow dirt road without headlights was enough to deal with.


  Mote was sitting up in his open window now to look behind them from a higher vantage point, see if they were being chased down.


  “Anything?” Jensen called back.


  “Drive, man,” Mote told him.


  Jensen accelerated.


  Cara was calmer now. Like something inside her had turned off. Was this what shock was? Jensen had never seen it this up close. What he did know was that she didn’t seem to care if they got caught or not. She kind of even wanted it, maybe.


  Not tonight, he said inside, which was when . . . Cara didn’t so much throw up as vomit just started leaking out her mouth. Frothy beer, with veins of blood shot through it, probably from her lip.


  “No, no, the window!” Jensen said, and slid them to a sideways stop.


  Cara held as much of the vomit in her cupped hands as she could and Mote slithered the rest of the way out, opened her door for her so she could stumble out, fall to her hands and knees by the three-strand fence, empty the rest of her stomach.


  Moving on automatic—Cara needed to see—Jensen turned the headlights on, then realized the beacon they were, switched them off just as fast.


  “Watch,” he told Mote, and Mote nodded, his head on a swivel: up the road, back down the road.


  Jensen slid across the seat, careful not to spill his beer, and stepped out, knelt by Cara, tried his best to hold her hair up and away. When she finally collapsed against him, shuddering, he reached back for his beer so she could wash her mouth out.


  Looking over her head, over the fence, there was a house-shaped empty space where there were no stars.


  Slowly, Cara became aware of it too.


  She chuckled, then laughed, and then stood into whatever this was. “Of course we’re here,” she said.


  “Your dad’s old house?” Mote said—the obvious thing. It was empty, long abandoned, it looked like.


  “I hated him,” Cara said, looking around to Jensen, her eyes fierce, her hair lifting around her on the breeze.


  “It’s not your fault,” Jensen told her. It was all he could think to say.


  She took a drink of his beer, swished it, spit it out, and then she ran forward, slung this bottle ahead of her as well.


  It disappeared almost instantly, shattering seconds later against the house.


  They all watched, Jensen shaking his head no about the chance of a light coming on in there, which would mean her dad had already come home to where he’d grown up.


  It was just an empty old house in the country, though. All the windows stayed dark.


  “The refinery?” Jensen prompted to both of them.


  Cara stared the house down a few more seconds, then nodded, turned her back on it, and the three of them piled back in.


  “I’m sorry for getting you two involved in my stupid family drama,” she said.


  “Best Halloween ever,” Mote said, closing his door.


  “Wouldn’t be anywhere else,” Jensen said, and dropped the car into gear.


  Mote held the last two beers over the seat for them.


  “Your dad’s gonna—” Jensen started, about the stolen beers, but stopped himself before “kick your ass.”


  So it just hung there between them, dead.


  “It’s okay,” Cara said, and cracked her beer open with the seatbelt tongue—a trick of her dad’s, Jensen knew. But still, it was pretty cool. Her window was down, the ends of her hair stinging the side of his face, and he could have gone faster, on a straightaway like this, but he didn’t.


  This is good, he was telling himself.


  It was just the three of them, same as it had always been. Same as it would always be.


  He switched hands on the wheel, which gave him a different angle in the rearview.


  The first thing he saw was that Mote wasn’t where he’d been. He was pressed all the way to the passenger side of the car.


  “What’s—?” Jensen said, adjusting the mirror to see the back seat directly behind him.


  Cara’s little brother was sitting there.


  Jensen let his foot off the gas and swayed his back in, away from this, the car’s momentum carrying them.


  “C-C-Ca—” he said, and she looked over at him like she had a hundred times in geometry, like she had a hundred more times on the drag on a Friday night, like she’d been doing for all of the twelve years they’d known each other.


  And then she saw the way he was crowding the steering wheel, and—slowly, as if realizing in increments—she looked from Jensen to the back seat, for whatever he was trying to get away from.


  Her expression didn’t change.


  “Ben,” she said, so calmly. “What are you doing out here?”


  Jensen turned around enough to see Cara’s brother shrug his left shoulder like that was the wrong question, and then level his eyes on Mote.


  It was the dome light coming on that told Jensen that Mote had opened his door, to get away from this.


  Ben had already reached across, though, had Mote by the wrist.


  Mote coughed from that contact, and thin blood sheeted down over his chin.


  Now Ben let him go.


  Jensen, not looking ahead anymore, not keeping his passengers safe even a little, all his attention facing the wrong way, locked all four tires.


  His mom’s Buick stopped across the road, the caliche dust it had been dragging swallowing the distant silhouette of the refinery Jensen had just registered—all spires and darkness against the dim glow of the city.


  If they could just make it there and turn right, he knew, then they’d be home free.


  Except Cara was still talking to her dead brother, sitting in the back seat.


  “I should have been watching you better,” she was saying, her eyes full now, the window behind her powdery white for the moment.


  Jensen leaned forward more, knew Ben was going to touch him next. When that contact came, though, it was Cara.


  She was leaning across—she was kissing him softly on the cheek. “Thank you,” she said, and then had already stepped out, was holding Mote’s door open for her little brother.


  Jensen saw Ben cross from one side of the rearview mirror to the other, and then both doors closed at the same time.


  “Tell your mom I’m sorry,” Cara leaned down to say through the window.


  She was holding Ben’s hand in hers, now. And not coughing blood.


  Yet.


  “No, no, Cara, don’t!” Jensen said.


  In reply, Cara looked back down the road, through the settling dust. “Mote,” she said, like just making him out.


  Jensen looked too, and when he couldn’t see Mote, he came back to Cara.


  She was already gone, fast as that.


  He shot up through his window and sat on his door, looked across the top of the car, his hands leaving drag marks in the white dust coating the roof, but all around them it was only the night.


  He was breathing hard, couldn’t steady his hands, his heart, and after looking for Mote and not finding him, which didn’t make sense, after sweeping the darkness with his mom’s headlights for Cara and Ben, he finally eased back into town, took that right at the refinery, its fences tall and spiky.


  But that too dropped out of the rearview after another mile or two.


  His mom was already asleep when he crept in. She’d turned the television off, turned all the lights of the house off.


  Jensen sat on the couch where he’d started the night, and he didn’t understand anything.


  The next day wouldn’t help.


  The fireman hadn’t just pulled Cara’s dad from that welding truck the train had smashed into. Cara and Mote had been there as well, it turned out.


  Jensen’s mom hugged him when he couldn’t stop trying to tell her that that’s not how it was, that Mote fell out the back door of the car, that he was never in Cara’s dad’s stupid truck.


  “You took the car out?” Jensen’s mom asked, holding him out at arm’s length.


  “And Ben was there, only it wasn’t Ben, it was Cara’s dad when he was a kid, they looked just the same!” Jensen insisted.


  “Ben?” Jensen’s mom said. “Dear— Ben’s been dead for months, he couldn’t have—”


  Jensen didn’t go to school for the rest of the week, and didn’t go the funerals either, and nothing made sense anymore, but after a few years he was able to tamp it down enough that it didn’t rise behind him every day, anyway.


  He got a job, then he got another job, then he hired on somewhere with benefits and business trips, and then he washed up in a hotel bar, a trivia game all around him, and then there he was sitting in front of An Officer and a Gentleman again.


  And then he wasn’t.


  He was two blocks away from the hotel already, and then a mile, and then, just past where the industrial district of this town petered out, there was a shape out in the darkness where there were no stars.


  Jensen stood there and watched it to be sure it was what he was already sure it was: the refinery. Not looming, just distant. What it being there again meant, he knew, was that he was, somehow, still pulled over on the side of Refinery Road that night. He hadn’t so much walked out past the city limits of this town his work had delivered him too, he’d . . . he’d walked into a memory. No—more than that. The past. He’d found a fissure, a seam, a door left open, and slipped through. Maybe because, in his heart, he’d never really left.


  “Hey,” Jensen said aloud to this moment, this night, this part of the road, and tilted the bottle of beer up ahead of him, in greeting—the bottle of beer he hadn’t walked away from the hotel with, but that was the least of the wrong things happening.


  A quarter mile behind him, along the ribbon of blacktop he’d drifted away from, a police cruiser flew past, its blue and red lights strobing the yellow grass and trees and fence line.


  “Hello,” Jensen said to this officer, lifting his beer that way as well. When he looked back to the grass swaying in the slight breeze, he could taste the scorched brakes of his mother’s Buick on the air—acrid and oily, but kind of good, too, the kind of pain you sort of like a little, at least at first.


  The kind of pain you need, when you know something was your fault. He was supposed to have kept his passengers safe, wasn’t he?


  He nodded to his mom that yes, yes, that had been his main and only job.


  And he hadn’t done it.


  So he’d had to go out into the world alone, without his two best friends in the world.


  But now he could go back, couldn’t he? That’s what this was: a do-over.


  He took a long drink of his beer—it was warm, flat—and then, his bottle dangling by his leg, he slouched down through the ditch and up into the pasture. It was the only place that felt right anymore. Without the silhouette of the refinery stabbing up through the horizon, never any closer no matter how fast he drove, how desperately he ran, he felt he might just fall up into the sky, never stop.


  Standing knee-high in the swaying grass about twenty yards out were two shadows he knew.


  First the girl lifted her beer to him in greeting, and then the guy, like he was embarrassed to be out here, doing this, and Jensen was smiling now, smiling and swishing faster through the grass, his own bottle falling behind him, his own blood coating his chin now, but that’s just because you can’t go back alive, but you can remember what it was like to punch through the darkness in a great heavy car, your headlights off, everyone you care about there with you, and so what if by the end of that road you’re sitting in the cab of a welding truck, the world bright white from a train’s lone headlight, its air horn screaming loud enough to split the night in two?


  The man who just woke behind the steering wheel of that welding truck is struggling to get his door open, is panicked because he thought he was alone, and because the train is almost here, but the three of you packed in beside him are just serene, are just watching up those rails, holding each other’s hands, because this is how forever happens.


  It’s going to be wonderful. It always has been.


  THE BLETTED WOMAN


  REBECCA CAMPBELL


  When a medlar is ripe, it is hard and mouth-puckering, but a few weeks after it falls, cell walls rupture and enzymes convert starches to sugars—a process known as bletting. Incipient decay renders the medlar’s flesh fragrant, like caramel and rosehip. Judith told Ben (though he didn’t listen that time because he’d heard it all before) that every bletted medlar is a reminder of what the world used to taste like, when our milk ripened to yoghurt in the dairy, and we seeded pecorino with Piophila casei maggots to make casu marzu. There is, she lectured, a whole catalogue of flavors eliminated if you insist on the preservation of flesh in its first or even second youth.


  “Rot is not a failure,” she told Ben when he saw her eating the first medlar she picked and bletted. It was November, and the world had not yet ended. “Rot is a transitional state of matter.”


  Normally he would accuse her of Judith-splaining, since he already knew her theories on the material afterlives of flesh, but this time he was so horrified by what she was eating, he only said, “Jude, are you serious? It looks like—”


  “I know what it looks like. I really don’t need you to say—”


  “It looks like—”


  “I know!”


  She dug her spoon between the pips, squeezing the thin, papery-wet skin—loose with age—so the last brown flesh oozed out. Slack like honeyed apple sauce, but with the fragrance of a golden plum.


  “Delicious,” she mumbled and licked a brown smudge from her finger.


  So it is with our bodies in their long afterlives.


  Judith’s mother was sixty-two when she died, six years after a diagnosis of early-onset dementia, so Judith had already guessed what caused her new disorientation, her emotional lability and frustration and forgetfulness, the failures of taste and smell that made the medlar bitter. At first, these had just seemed the new order of widowhood in the wake of Ben’s death. Having learned a lot from her mother’s decline, she was already well organized. She had an elaborate note system that synced across all platforms automatically, and she installed a shelf by her front door on which she instantly placed her keys, wallet, and phone, so that even on days of strangulating disorientation, her body might still remember the location of her keys.


  Judith settled on the medlar as her emblem in the last waiting room of her diagnosis (which smelled not of death, but of some leafy fragrance in a diffuser). The doctor confirmed what an earlier DNA test had already suggested. He talked about managing symptoms. He talked about her team. A social worker. A neurologist. Medications. Therapies.


  “Okay,” Judith said limply. They sat for a long, quiet moment. A computer chirruped.


  “Is there anything you want to ask?”


  “There isn’t a cure.”


  “Not yet.” He paused, like he expected something more, then, “Are you here alone? Can we call someone? You probably shouldn’t drive.”


  Judith nodded. Waited an appropriate amount of time. Drove herself home, enjoying the sensation of choice while she still had it.


  At work she wrote a training manual. She sat on the hiring committee for her replacement. On October first, she carried medlars in from the back garden, taking care not to overload her back. Then she wondered if her back was something she should bother guarding. She looked up at the translucent blue sky, and for a moment allowed herself to stop the busily resistant schedule she had established for herself. This schedule existed mostly to protect others from her own impending death, to shore up her living will, and to ensure that at particular milestones she would be removed from her job, her car, her stove, her home. She would not plow through a summer festival on a closed street. She would not set off an explosion with an unattended stove. She would not be pried out of her house like a living corpse, throwing grocery bags full of shit at the public health officers.


  Then one evening she came home to a message from a soft-voiced woman representing the Institute for Advanced Study. There were possibilities. She had been recommended. For the first time since before Ben she felt something like hope. In another leaf-scented room, she sat with a folder open across her lap, in it a list of questions regarding her diagnosis and her mental suitability to undertake an experimental procedure that would allow her to experience the afterlife of the flesh. The right responses to the survey seemed obvious: she answered dishonestly that she had never considered suicide, honestly that she had often—since her diagnosis—thought about her death.


  She was nothing if not reasonable, and the list she made only expanded as she decided to take up the Institute’s offer for a useful death: Fill out the form. No suicide. Much death. Make a second genetic profile to see if I am suitable for the Procedure. Sign an NDA. Do the interviews and follow the course they have set out. A bacteriophage. A new and toxic strain of Streptococcus. Certain genetically altered flukes. An invitation to local strains of yeast and mold. Pentobarbital. An ending.


  Of course, the world started ending long before Ben died, and before her diagnosis, and before the bletted flesh of the medlar grew bitter on her tongue. The November of her diagnosis she scooped it into her mouth and tasted nothing, no rosehip plum, no dream-apple, only the incipient slime of decay on her palate, fuzzing her mouth like blood. One more disappointment caused by neurological changes associated with early-onset dementia. Or by changes in the microbial processes that had once rendered the flesh sweet. She wasn’t sure which it was.


  The end of the human world began with the systematic destruction of human microbiomes, eradicated by refined sugar and hand sanitizer, sparkling kitchen counters and too-clean fingernails and children who never played outside because the cities were gray with 600 ppm. The remaining human microbiome continued its evolution, with once-friendly species dying off, so the guts of the global north turned into a monoculture, then a desert, and we were abandoned to our isolated, disinfected little worlds, as sugary as the garbage bins behind an old-fashioned ice cream shop. While there had been inklings of the possible consequences of this microbial die-off, we were unprepared for just how far-reaching the effects would be: Alzheimer’s, diabetes, obesity, schizophrenia, IBS, any number of mood disorders. And that was just the absence of friendly microorganisms. There was also the slow spread of stranger species, the earth’s microbiota evolving rapidly in directions increasingly toxic to the human body: new descendants of C. botulinum, unsuitable for cosmetic procedures, killed you within four hours of contamination; chlorine-loving MRSA shut down the public swimming pools; and cyanobacteria bloomed in warm groundwater.


  Judith had done her part to preserve microscopic life, packing her kitchen with fermenting mason jars, filling the house with the fecal stench of rotten cabbage. She had made kimchi, and sauerkraut, and kombucha. Her charcuterie, her beer, her bread, her yoghurt, all vivid with the tang of organisms invisible, except in the blue-green stains they left on Cambozola and the dusty casing of salami. She had raised and destroyed whole microscopic empires at the back of her fridge and cultivated vital microbiomes even in the middle of the gray-skyed and toxic city where all the earthworms in their garden died, and only poisonous extremophile superbugs and tardigrades could survive. She cultivated bacterial mats deep inside, too, on her skin, her eyes, her mouth, her vagina, her cuts. She rejected bleach. She dug in the dirt with bare hands and walked barefoot until she was host to a benign colony of hookworms. Until the bees died she ate hyperlocal urban honey. She celebrated her microbial terroir, those benign contaminants gathered in a lifetime of travel and ferment. Not that it did her any good, as her brain turned to plaque and she forgot Ben’s name sometimes, and when she did remember—on those temporary clear days, when the coffee shop once again made sense and she knew what to buy at the grocery store— she remembered when her mother forgot the word “Judith” and how it had broken her heart.


  The Institute owned a small, chilly island in the north Pacific, more than eight hours’ travel from Judith’s house. When she locked the door that morning, she thought, Good-bye, good-bye forever, then she embarked on the first of four flights. The second-to-last flight landed in a tiny regional airport, where she arrived sweaty and disoriented, glad to be collected by a benign stranger whose face looked familiar. Had she been alone, she would have wept and shouted and given up then, fixing herself to the parking lot and surrendering to her disintegrating brain. But the man shook her hand and held it, and said his name was Sadik, curly gray hair but a young face, and one of those gentle smiles that encouraged confession. They were delayed, he said, by weather in from the Pacific, a sweetly scented chinook, which used to be unseasonable before the climate began its change. Then there was a long, awful moment when Judith could not be sure where she was, and her eyes again turned north, and she thought, This must be the end of the world.


  “Do you know,” Sadik said brightly, like a travel brochure, and she was glad he didn’t appear to notice her confusion, “our island was originally a burial ground?”


  “Oh,” she said through the noise in her head, and then tried to think of something else to say. “Oh.”


  Thankfully, he went on, “It’s a humane and sensible way to dispose of our bodies. Very clean. Supports local scavengers. The council preserved the sites in collaboration with our organization. The monuments are quite moving. We can visit them if you like.”


  “Oh.”


  “Do you believe in an afterlife?” the man asked abruptly.


  “I must,” she said. “I’m here, aren’t I?”


  She would have said more if she could, but the only thing that came to mind would be too hard to explain, since the rational argument had disintegrated and left only potent and tangled images in her heart. A medlar. A whale fall. A nurse log. The dead laid out for sun and scavengers to transfigure. Their souls—whatever that meant—having fled, but the order they left behind still in those disintegrating bodies. Whales remain, she thought, the presiding form, decades after their fall. You can see the nurse log’s outline in the growth patterns of the trees it once supported. Human beings, she thought, might leave a similar imprint on the world when they pass from it, but it was too hard to explain without talking about medlars. And it was too hard to think of her medlar tree, and how its fruit would fall, ungathered, bletting for the ants, if any ants survived in her garden.


  “But you know,” she managed to say in the silence they shared, staring into the gray fog wall, her eyes straining to focus on that nothing, “we’re all something’s afterlife, right? Because everything we’re made out of was once something else. And I don’t remember what it was like to be a turtle, or the left leg of a chicken, or the earthworms that ate the soil that fed the grass that fed the cattle that fed my mom that glass of milk she drank when she was pregnant. But it’s all there. Carbon and hydrogen and oxygen. So there’s definitely an afterlife. It’s just not personal.”


  “What if it could be?” Sadik asked.


  She couldn’t answer that. The whale fall and the medlars and Ben jumbled in her head until all she could see was rye splashing from her glass and over the gunwale, when the wind picked up and the wave-slap grew louder and faster and they had to turn around, her hands were so cold, she couldn’t grip the glass, so she let it go, too, and return to the sand that was its previous form, somewhere near his already seachanging body. These are pearls that were his eyes. A memory so vital, could her mind really be failing?


  “Are you a chaplain?” she asked.


  “No.”


  “Or,” she said, “or . . . or . . . an exorcist?”


  He laughed. “No. We don’t need exorcists.”


  The weather broke late that afternoon, sunlight—daffodil yellow— in from the west, under the lifting storm. One minute she was staring at a blank cloud wall, then it thinned and she saw through it to an island. A dark-green smudge on the horizon.


  “There,” Sadik said. “That’s it. That’s the island.”


  The last island, she thought, and welcomed it. Sort of.


  The island was rocky, covered in low Sitka spruce blown permanently eastward by the wind off the Pacific. The facility was set back from the shore, and they approached it along a cedar boardwalk up from the dock where the floatplane taxied in. Ahead of them, a woman in a white uniform carried two coolers marked with red crosses, sprinting to the low-set complex built into the granite.


  “Do they worry about sea levels?”


  “No.”


  That stopped her. “Is this. This. Thing. Supposed to fix it?”


  It smelled like rain, which reminded Judith of something sad she couldn’t name. Her heart beat wonky and she tried to find the lost thing. Something. Something about leaves in a garden and rain.


  “Nothing’s going to fix that. But if we know more, maybe we’ll have a chance in whatever the world is about to become.” He stepped past her, and she found she had been standing still a long time, so she followed him. At the big front doors—glass, set in a two-story atrium that was warm and rain-lashed, the glass skylights beading with fog, the cedar paneling smelling sweetly of the fire in the huge stone hearth.


  “It’s out there,” she said, before Sadik could lead her to the front desk, where another young woman typed on a keyboard made of light. She said, pointing through the building to a wall, “Can I go see it?”


  “Yes,” he said. “Tomorrow, if you want.”


  That night she slept well in stiff white sheets in a room facing the water, in a quiet wing far from the walled garden. She heard waves. She wondered what other candidates had slept there, who now slept elsewhere, or not at all. When she woke in the darkness, she didn’t know where she was, and she didn’t care.


  The next morning, she and Sadik sat at a refectory table made of reclaimed barn wood, their backs to the huge granite chimney and their faces to the plate-glass windows.


  “What brought you here?” She had enough experience with interviews to know that he had begun his examination, continuing the psychological evaluations that had begun when she applied six months before.


  She was surprised to find that she had an answer already, that the question did not leave her paralyzed with doubt. She drank. She wet her lips. She said, “When Ben died, he was halfway between hospitals. They’d just installed a shunt and found that he’d broken his shoulder. They didn’t know when it had happened. He’d been incoherent for a week by that point, his blood pressure bottoming out again and again. He flatlined twice. I was in a car, following the ambulance. There was construction. It was raining so hard. He was dead by the time I got to Toronto Central. More or less.”


  Sadik waited.


  “I don’t want it to be like that.”


  “Would you like to see the garden?”


  Sadik swiped a keycard and they walked through a door guarded by men in black uniforms and unobtrusive sidearms—and then into the circular glass observation deck, punctuated by screens and sensors that recorded all activity in the corpse garden below. At first, it just looked like a large and well-tended park, but as she watched, she began to see their shapes outlined in the green, which meant the more recent candidates must be out of sight, behind the granite boulders, or that tall Oregon grape. She’d seen two other candidates at lunch, but on the other side of the room, wheeled in, limbs distorted by accident or disease.


  “Geonauts,” Sadik said at her elbow. “That’s what I call you. It hasn’t caught on.”


  “This is where it happened?”


  “Where it’s happening, right now. It’s not an event. It’s a process.”


  One of the bodies in the grass moved. A faint contraction, automatic like the twitch of a dead spider’s leg. A crow leapt into the air, circled, returned to the spot.


  “They’re still alive.” It was the only way to describe what she saw.


  “Not in the sense that you and I are alive. I don’t think. Not after this. But the categories of ‘alive’ and ‘dead’ aren’t exactly discrete here.”


  Another mossy human shape shuddered.


  She rested her forehead against the thick glass. Outside in the grass, once-humans progressed toward their dissolution, but through the Institute’s innovations, still preserved a filament of subjectivity. They were now agents on the other side of death, observing their transformation and reporting back on the experience. The hand on her shoulder was large and its fingers strong, warm through the bulky wool of her sweater. It took her a moment to realize the touch was Sadik’s. It was nice to be touched. For a moment, she thought of what he might look like when— but she banished the thought as frivolous.


  “Ben,” she said, “what if I change my mind?”


  She realized what she’d said when the word was out of her mouth, and her heart broke, but the hand did not withdraw. She hoped he hadn’t noticed.


  “Would you like to sit with them?”


  She nodded.


  Grass had overgrown the first bodies, but she could see the limbs and hair of newer burials. No scent of rot, just the sweet decay of dead leaves in winter.


  “We don’t know what they’re saying, but we know they’re thinking,” he continued easily. “Our system is rudimentary, so the geonauts can tell us very little through the mycorrhizal networks. That’s why we need pioneers. We need more of our kind underground, telling us what they see. Do you want to hear them?”


  Sadik led her to a terminal on the observation deck. He swiped his card and tapped a screen and she heard the faint chorus of clicks and hisses.


  “That’s them talking?”


  “Through the rhizomorphs, yes, electric pulses. Chemical signals, too. It’s rudimentary, but every geonaut brings us closer to open communication with the afterlife. Or not the afterlife, but rather with the huge, networked biomass we belong to but don’t understand. You’re listening to what we used to be. And what we go back to. What they’ve gone back to.”


  A click. A hiss. She held up her hand and inclined her head toward the speakers. Then Sadik offered her a pair of headphones, and she stood in the serene hallway, overlooking the corpse garden and listening to electronic pulses from an invisible network.


  “The processing is mostly done in Seattle, and we have observation sites all over the world, but this is the interface. This is where we access the network. We’ve known for a long time that trees communicate via their root systems and mycelia. Rhizomorphs. And that’s not even the clonal colonies of aspen, or the huge fungal networks. This is crossspecies communication.”


  She gave up on the question she wanted to ask: Was Ben out there, somewhere, despite the distance between here and there? Was he part of the same network, but so far away that his voice would be faint and tiny, translated not just by the filaments of decay—the rhizomorphs— that connected all earthly matter, but by the weight of water? The question did not form in words, and she could only feel the familiar ache of widowhood. So instead she listened to Radio Mycorrhiza. Among those noises—oh, among them somewhere—the legions of the dead might be whispering. Ben. Ben, whale-fallen Ben, speaking the pulsing language of the underworld.


  The next morning, she asked Sadik if she could listen to it at night, or if one had to visit the observation deck. That afternoon he brought her a set of wireless headphones, and she heard it as soon as she put them on, a low susurration as of leaves, a sequence of luminous gurgles and chirrups. Between meetings and blood draws by phlebotomists who rarely met her eyes, she lay in her white bed and strained her ears into the hiss of Radio Mycorrhiza. She understood none of what she heard, but imagined other networks and relays that might reach as far as another ocean.


  She wished she could ask the others how they came to this place, and what they saw when they stepped into the garden for the last time, but she knew only what Sadik knew: the susurrations and the bird-scattering twitches of the bodies under moss.


  Bletting only continues the material transformations called “life” during that category once called “death,” more properly identified not as an event, but as a process during which the temporary patterns of conscious matter—an eye, a set of narrative memories, a brain, a point of view— are reordered into their new state, still present but no longer in the same relation, and therefore losing the appearance of consciousness, which nevertheless may still exist if we accept consciousness as an inherent quality of matter. Ten minutes after a brain dies, delta waves can still appear on an ECG, which suggests that something called “I” might experience its own death, even before further transformations remove it from our understanding of “I.”


  In the case of the medlar, that new state is honeyish and fragrant.


  She must have successfully converted Ben to her Gospel of Decay, because the week after his diagnosis he was researching alternative burials. He talked about carbon sequestration and rejected the incinerator at the graveyard belching him into the already filthy air. Though he rejected the cemetery, he still wanted some pageantry. He found the canvas and the cannonballs (he paid extra for Napoleonic antiques). Following his directions, Judith declined embalming and found someone who could sew him into the sheet with the cannonballs, then someone to take her and a couple of select mourners out the required minimum of three nautical miles offshore, where the water deepened. There was poetry, a ragged chorus about mist-covered mountains. They drank beer, then shots of stomach-clenching, palate-destroying rye splashed into the water as they dropped him over the side, and it was done. Out past the breakers, the islands, out in the broad Atlantic, in October, when he should have been stacking firewood on the kitchen porch, while she picked the medlars and set them in straw in the garage to finish their transformation.


  A whale fall, Ben explained to her at the end of his life, as though she didn’t already know about it. Ben-splained. She listened to his rasping voice describe the way a whale carcass sinks into the cold, heavy waters, and as it decays fuels a whole community of organisms, creatures so far from the surface they don’t need sunlight, but flourish in that strange element. The slow transfiguration of flesh into this new phase, this new state of decay and invention. The whale decays, but that does not mean it’s annihilated. A gospel of transfiguration, he said, knowing she would like his word choice.


  A person may blet as well, Judith announced to Wurtzel, her cat—a kitten she had found after Ben died—just as a whale falls. Just as Ben fell and undertook the alchemical transformations of all matter. The Institute did not choose to use that language in the email she received confirming her candidacy for the Procedure. The day she received the confirmation, she carried a medlar in from the back porch to the little sun-room, where she sat and spooned up the brown mush that spilled out of the skin—rendered flavorless by her illness—and tried to conjure Ben’s voice saying, You know what that looks like, Jude? Medlars are composite creatures of rot and stillness, flesh transfigured by time, fragrant like apple blossoms and fermented on the tongue.


  She’d have to find someone to take Wurtzel. Someone who’d let him outside in the middle of the night when he was restless, and who would not require too much affection, but let him creep closer and closer to them as they sat on the couch watching TV, knowing when to stroke him diffidently, with just one finger.


  You are already colonized, she had said to Wurtzel, and your lineaments are temporary. You have already taken on many shapes, a bud, and a bloom, and a fruit, and then you will fall, and turn gold, and brown, and your flesh will find new forms long after your death. And what follows on that? Only more of the same.


  The man. The man. He was wrong. He had said it wouldn’t hurt because of pentobarbital. But it hurt, and they wouldn’t tell her anything. She threw up. She threw up again.


  She had done everything right. It was supposed to be—


  —she threw up.


  She threw up and it felt, this time, as if her body was trying to expel itself, peristalsis tearing apart her alimentary canal, as though it could reorganize the body that contained it. Not a snake swallowing its tail, but its inverse, a snake turning inside out. Then there was blood, black and thick. The girl who came with tea that morning—10 ml syringes of cool peppermint tea gave her some relief from the taste of blood—would not look at her. There were no longer any mirrors in her room, so she did not know what the girl saw, only that it must be strange and awful.


  “Help me,” Judith said.


  The girl started as though she had not expected speech. Judith reached out her hand, which—she could see—looked thinner than it had been, the bones apparent, the flesh sunken and gray at the fingernails. “Will you,” she said, “help me?”


  Her eyes fixed on the window, the girl set down the tray just out of Judith’s reach. “Help me,” Judith said again. The girl seemed not to hear, and keeping her eyes averted, she tapped her watch. The hallway filled with a low, musical alarm.


  “Please.”


  The girl left. Judith struggled onto her side and reached for the syringe. Swallowed tea—green and fragrant with mint—then spit it all up, the cup covered with a dark red-brown smear. Oh, she thought. This must be it.


  Then three figures in white suits opened the door, their faces covered by masks, and she felt herself lifted onto a gurney.


  “Is Sadik there? I want Sadik,” she said to them. They were shouting.


  Then she was in the corpse garden, walking and crawling along the winding paths, past sensors and bodies, with whitesuits following behind. She observed in loving detail the other geonauts, their slight movements, their limbs overtaken by mushrooms or the white roots of grass or submerged in an anthill built industriously over their face, another sunk in water, green-eyed with algae. Their movements were slow, like the movements of plants in response to sunlight. One individual, their skin covered in luminous green moss, rose up onto an elbow, and Judith saw the white roots and potato bugs that colonized the earth beneath their shoulder. Mouth working open and closed as though they were saying something she could not hear, some discourse on the nature of transformation, and the world they perceived through decaying eyes. The only thing that emerged from their mouth was a trickle of earwigs.


  “How do you feel?” Sadik asked, his voice a surprise in the darkness where her face rested against the trunk of a tree. She felt the heat of his hand on her shoulder and wondered how long he had been there.


  “I think we’d better do it soon,” she said. Maybe she said it. “I’m as ready as I’m ever going to be.”


  “Judith—”


  Sadik, she realized for the first time, was wearing a white suit and a mask. There were two people in suits standing back. They were stupid if they thought that made a difference.


  Judith took a step. She took a step. She took a step. The young whitesuits were afraid. It was all over for them, those fast-moving and disconnected creatures, blind agents of something much larger and more complex, from which their speed and cleverness separated them. None of them understood, surface dwellers. She stared at an intersection of white roots and quartz, ruffled with lichen.


  One crusted finger traced the lichen over granite. This was a good place, high enough that she could see over the walls and to the Pacific, as far as Japan if she listened hard to the emerging noise of Radio Mycorrhiza.


  “Have you ever eaten a medlar?” she asked, and rainwater fell from her fingers.


  “I don’t think so.” Though he looked calm, when he spoke his voice shuddered. That was Sadik. Quick, she thought, with an audibly beating heart, and blood that rushed like river water through supple veins.


  It was dark. Her fingers were powdered green, which, despite her blindness, she saw as a pale flame consuming the rock and her body with a chorus of whispers. She was naked. Lichen spilled over her chin to her lip, she could taste it. Water and stone, peaty and slow-living. She would have closed her eyes, but she found she did not need to do that, either, so she lay back against the stone she had chosen, and felt one arm give against it, and thought, That might hurt, the way my arm is bent, then the arm gave way and she tumbled down the boulder, and something wet cracked deep inside her skull. She came to rest facing up, and through the dimming green haze she had her last human glimpse of the stars.


  Lichen covered her teeth and crept down her throat. Sometime later, she felt her limbs consumed by underground creatures, greedy things, eating their way through her skin where her body touched the earth.


  She tasted rock and the resinous needles of the Sitka spruce, low-growing and bonsaied by the raw little island. During long, damp nights she turned her face to follow the moon, even when her eyes were gone and her sockets grown over with lichen. The beetles crawled across her skin. The beetles crawled through her skin. Then something with many legs rippled where her eyes had been. There was water around her feet. The moon was a lady’s slipper. The moon was full and golden. The air was cold and warm and dry and rain-filled.


  Who are you? she asked in what remained of her brain, that network of intersecting electrical currents now intersecting with other networks made of entwining rhizomorphs, hyphae, her breached skin, her thickened blood, filled now with Actinomycetales, richly seething with microscopic life. A Judith-shaped collective that now lived in the cage of her bones. Through them, she heard the glitter and hiss of the underworld’s language. And now, it seemed, she understood some of its intent. Somewhere, someone was calling to her along tree roots and mycelia, so she could hear—at the horizon of audibility—other geonauts, an underworld, an afterlife.


  When Ben died, Judith still talked to him. Several people suggested it was evidence of an afterlife, like she must know with a widow’s piercing insight that something of him survived physical death and hung around the corners of his old life. She did not believe them, though she conversed with him about her diagnosis, and Wurtzel, and her decision to come to the island. She scolded him for not ensuring another month, two months, a year, with her. She pointed out changes, where new waves lapped the sidewalks, and told him that the basements of Victoria-by-the-Sea flooded during bad storms. She told him that a child was born entirely devoid of microbial companions, and that the child died of anaphylaxis within three hours of birth. She confided only to him when she began to forget things in a way that scared her. Once when she was shopping and couldn’t figure out how she got where she was—having turned right out of the parking lot instead of left, because of traffic—she talked through it with him until she found a map on her phone and remembered how to read it, doing what he would have done.


  From the corpse garden, the bletted woman rose. She had been there for some period of time, though she could not say how long she had spent pressed into the earth, only that it was long enough to have been transfigured by those companions that had lived in her gut and her sinuses and under her fingernails her whole life, which had overtaken the body they previously only cohabited. While she had never been alone— no one is ever alone—she now knew those companions intimately, and the creature who rose from the earth knew itself to be composite. As it had always been composite.


  It was good to lend her human shape to the underworld, and so allow the other orders to communicate with the ascendant predators of the planet. As Ben had temporarily lent his shape to a community of sea creatures just outside the Gulf of Saint Lawrence. A vector for newness. A human-shaped interface for the microbial world. We can talk to them, with our human-shaped mouths, and our human hands, and this thin scrim of human-shaped longing that covers the truth, which is the underworld of the minuscule.


  The ones above ground? They’re afraid.


  The being who tore herself out of the roots and the undersurface of beetles and began to walk from her granite perch—where she had set herself, decades before—was something new, though she bore the imprint of Judith, in her lineaments and in her memories.


  There were lots of them. One who had been there the longest walked with a tree grown deeply into their core, a composite creature now, host and parasite both, entwined bones and flesh and rot and insect and larvae and root and rhizomorph and memory and language. Three bodies had fused together, limbs entangled and torsos compressed, walking crabwise on arms and legs and heads, dragging some limbs and dragged along by others. It was good to be close to one another, no distinction between the earth that contains you, that teems with mites and monsters and microbial films, and the body that—for a while at least—might serve as interface for all those microscopic beings and processes. Rot, Judith had once said, is a valid state of affairs.


  The shambling body that had once been Judith’s exclusive and isolated home was green with the feathery dust of lichen. She incubated the rich miasma of the new kind, incompatible with the fast-moving, glittering creatures on the other side of the glass of the observation deck. She thought it had been different, once, full of white light and activity, and now dark and nearly empty, but for those frightened bodies overhead.


  All you poor orphans in a changing world, you should listen to what the dead are saying, because the new world won’t tolerate you. Having borrowed the human faculty of speech and the technologies of language, she lent the network the only suitable word she could remember from her human life, and heard it go up in a global chorus, over mycorrhizal networks, yes, but also to data processing centers, and out into the cloud, as it was still known. She spoke it, or it spoke her, all over the world: ARISE.


  Poor unrooted creatures. Judith—green-lichened Judith—raised her hand and undertook the last recognizably human action of her existence. She opened the door. Inside she found them all, lucid with terror, watching. Among them, the Judith-thing saw a familiar face, though changed by fear and time. She wished to tell him what she knew, but she did not think he would understand, so instead she put her arms around him and drew him close to her bones.


  BENEATH THE FOREST’S WILTING LEAVES


  STEVE TOASE


  The forest was bordered as all forests are. Housing estates and roads bounded the trees in place as well as any fence and ditch, and even in the rotting heart of the wood the rumble of cars was as present as any birdsong.


  I locked the driver’s door, opened the boot, and passed Ethan his coat. He pushed his arms in, the lining bunching over his fists until I helped guide his fingers back to the air.


  He slid his hand into mine and we walked down the metalled path. He leaned into my leg, and I felt him shake. The fear wasn’t from the trees crowding over us, but the bikes tearing past toward a destination we didn’t share. I wasn’t too worried. Once we got between the branches he would let go and I would struggle to call him back.


  There was no pattern to where we went, choosing different cut-throughs each time we went into the woods. Making our own maps. I hung back and let him lead the way, watching his coat cut through the foliage, only stopping to check head-height thorns or the signal on my phone.


  Where branches overlapped I imagined older forests as my eyes defocussed, and had to remind myself to watch Ethan’s steps. His worlds shaped out of mud and sticks, and the press of bark all around us, did not include me. I checked my phone again for emails that could probably wait, but never seemed to.


  “Why are those trees leaning like that?” he said, standing at the edge of my vision. I shivered and pulled my coat closer, checking he was warm enough, but the cold didn’t bother him like it did me.


  He stared at a small clearing with a single tree in the centre. Someone had started building a rough shelter by balancing timber against the trunk. We had seen many shelters on our walks, woven together by children we never saw, but never one so early on in its birth.


  “It’s a skeleton for a hut,” I said, running a hand over some nearby bark, the moss grazing my hands with dew. Ethan crouched and grasped a nearby piece of timber, staining his palm black.


  “Can we build it too?” he asked.


  I checked my phone again, a stress reaction, then checked it again to look at the time.


  “I don’t think we can. We need to get back to the house.”


  “Just a couple of branches,” he said, rooting through the leaf litter, dragging out twigs barely longer than his arm. The stench of rot erupted from the forest floor. In the distance traffic continued to scar the motorway in an unending ribbon of metal.


  I relented, because I always did.


  “Those aren’t big enough,” I said, taking the sticks from his hand. “Come with me.”


  It took me a few moments to get my eye in and spot good timber lying on the ground. Working together, we carried branches across to the already balanced boughs and started making a skirt to bind them together, trampling bluebells in our carelessness.


  Hunger stopped our work. We walked back down the path to the car, hand in hand, with an air of contentment.


  “We did okay today, didn’t we, Daddy?” Ethan said, words rounded off by tiredness.


  “We did okay,” I said, and smiled.


  I had time the next day to take him out again. Sarah was on a call which needed near silence in the house. At the edge of the scrub Ethan ran on, the bicycles’ slicking colours not bothering him. His fears often evaporated when bathed in enthusiasm. I followed behind, roped on by his eagerness. Some days the energy I stole from him was the only energy I had.


  Amongst the trees, beneath the green tunnel they formed, the air shimmered with birdsong, beautiful and delicate in so many ways, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that every day the forest absorbed more dead, welcoming their bones and gristle below its wilting leaves. I shuddered despite the warmth of the day.


  Ethan recognised the track entrance, finding familiarity in the heavy mottled ivy. Waiting for me to catch up, he bounced from one foot to another. I got to him in my own time, just for a moment, and then he ran deeper into the trees along the narrow strip of mud. I followed, keeping him in sight, his red coat glistening through the undergrowth.


  He sat in the dirt, dragging decaying leaf stems from underneath his feet, face hidden by his hood.


  “What’s wrong?” I said, squatting beside him.


  He shook his head, and when I tried to comfort him, shrugged off my arm.


  “I can’t make it better if I don’t know.”


  Without looking at me, he waved an arm behind him toward the stack of wood against the tree trunk.


  I stood and turned, rubbing his scalp through the hood. He pushed my hand away.


  “Leave me alone, Dad.”


  What I expected to see was the partly built shelter tumbled by some other forest visitor. What I saw was not destruction but construction, new uprights added to the lean-to, woven through with flexible lengths of willow scavenged from elsewhere in the forest. The building was by no means finished, and I could still see where Ethan and I had added our bits. I studied for a moment and called him over.


  “Someone’s come in and carried on with the shelter, just like we did.”


  “But it’s ours,” he said. I tried to ignore the wobble in his voice.


  “Maybe the person who started building here came back. Think of it this way. They’ve saved us some work.”


  With kids you don’t need to see their face to know when they’ve changed their mind. His whole shape altered as he took on the idea that we could still add to the shelter, and now it would take us less time.


  “Where should we start?” he asked, bounding off into the undergrowth to come back with an armful of windfall.


  “Over here,” I said. Together we threaded twigs between the larger branches. Some broke, shattering with brittleness that seemed familiar. Something I felt deep down far too often. Others were softened by recent rain, food for the unseen and microscopic.


  We worked well as a team, me and Ethan. He left me to lift in the larger curving branches, while he went off on little missions, piling material by my feet like he was preparing the burning of a heretic.


  Once the collected wood was exhausted, we paused for sandwiches and juice, crumbs pale against the mottled forest floor. Ethan tried to balance his cup, watching the sticky liquid spill out of sight as it tipped.


  “Do you want some more?” I started unscrewing the flask lid, but he shook his head, staring at the sodden spot between his feet. “Can I go and find more sticks?”


  I nodded and poured myself another drink, watching him run off between the saplings, marking his coat with moss and lichen.


  “Are these sea creatures?” he shouted.


  “Are what sea creatures?” I got to my feet and walked over to where Ethan crouched by the hut entrance.


  This was a bit we hadn’t worked on, bark stripped away from the heartwood, then used as binding. Far more solid than anything we’d built. Ethan knelt down, poking something with one of his twigs.


  Half buried, it looked like the cap of a mushroom. Only when he hooked it from the dirt could I see it was a shell. He carried it over, waving from side to side on its flexing perch, and dropped it into my hand.


  “Snail shell,” I said, turning it over and over. “But no one’s home.”


  “Have the birds got it?”


  Back when we had a garden, we often found shattered remains of snails lying on the path. “Not birds this time,” I said, turning the spiral over in my hand and examining it.


  “Do you think the snail has found another home?” Ethan asked, trying to peer inside.


  “Probably,” I said, distracted. Very precise scratches decorated the outer lip, stretching, following the curve out of sight. I held the fragile object up to the light, the thin lines visible as light shone through the now empty exoskeleton.


  “Can I take it home? There are plenty here.”


  Along the forest floor they crested through the dirt like a pod of whales. We dug them out one by one. All were empty and all were scratched in the same way.


  “Can I?”


  “Just one,” I said. “Be careful it doesn’t smash in your pocket.”


  He smashed the shell before we even reached home, crushed between his car seat and hip. There were tears until I suggested we just pick up another next time we visited the forest.


  We visited a couple of times a week after that, each time finding more work done to the hut (as it had now become) and adding our own. On each trip, new objects were left around the entrance; sometimes snail shells, other times feathers or tiny bones left in piles on upturned leaves. I tried to get Ethan to leave them there, but each new discovery was an addition to his “Hut Museum,” a small display, complete with labels and Do Not Touch signs.


  The frog, though, the frog was too much.


  We had arrived early, parking close and wrapping up warm against the cold. We’d brought some string to tie up the crossbeams. Our weaving had lasted so far, and whoever was our unknown workmate had reinforced their sections with thin lengths of bark.


  Ethan and I had a system. For the first half hour we scoured the nearby forest for supplies, and then Ethan slid himself inside the hut, all the time looking for tiny gifts, while I worked outside, where I could stand full height.


  After about ten minutes he re-appeared, his gloved hands wrapped around something.


  “Do you think they left this for us?”


  He opened his hands, and without thinking I knocked the thing inside to the ground. Ethan stepped back shaking, trying not to let me see he was upset.


  “I’m sorry,” I said, reaching out to put my arm around his shoulders. He shrugged me off.


  “You broke it,” he said, crouching to stare at the creature.


  Though I wasn’t gentle, someone had already broken the amphibian. I crouched beside Ethan and picked it up. Each limb had been pierced with thorns, the stomach cut open and intestines dragged out. Inside something shifted. Trying to control my stomach, I held its ribs and the chest opened like a purse. Inside several slugs slithered over each other as they tried to move in the confined space.


  “Will it get better, Daddy? Should we take it home?”


  I shook my head and tried to keep it out of his line of sight.


  “There’s nothing we can do for it now. Someone’s done a very cruel thing, and we should put this down somewhere we can’t see it.”


  I tried to imagine being so calculating to inflict such pain on a creature, and had to suppress the need to be sick again. I couldn’t let Ethan see how much this affected me. I couldn’t let it affect him in the same way.


  We carried the frog into the undergrowth and covered it with leaves. I tried to focus on weaving together the next section of the hut, but my heart was not in it, and was relieved when Ethan said he wanted to leave.


  I tried to shake the sight of the slugs crushing each other, as they struggled to fit inside the frog’s chest cavity, the sinuous way they moved over each other. When I closed my eyes they were still there, turning into knots of muscle and slime.


  We didn’t get back out into the forest for another two weeks. My time with Ethan had evaporated in homework and computer games, until I returned him to his mother at some anonymous service station. Every day I left Sarah sleeping in bed, got up without disturbing her, and went to the woods alone. I always took a different route, but found myself drifting back to the unfinished shelter.


  Every time there was a little more done, a few staves woven through, or a handful of leaf-covered branches balanced on top. Never much, almost like whoever was placing them was trying to tempt me out of cover, like a trail of steak left for a dog. I did not take up the bait. It felt wrong to do anything without Ethan there. The building was something we worked on together, and I couldn’t summon up any enthusiasm on my own.


  I sat in the motorway services’ restaurant drinking coffee that was more scorch than flavour. Ethan came in first, his mother walking behind. I watched him sit down, reached in my bag for a bottle of water, and pushed it over the table to him.


  “Ethan says you’ve been getting out to the woods with him,” his mother said.


  I nodded.


  “Says you’ve been building something. A hut.”


  “That’s right,” I said.


  She straightened up and glanced back to the carpark.


  “Good to hear. Some fresh air will do you both good.”


  With a neat step, she turned away from me and walked toward the door.


  “Say hello to Sarah,” she said, but I ignored it.


  Back at the apartment, we were barely into the door when Ethan was pulling on his boots, still coated with fine mud from his last visit.


  “It’s too late,” I said, taking off my own shoes.


  “Just for a little bit. We don’t have to do much. I just want to see that it’s still there.”


  Sarah popped her head around the corner from her office.


  “Hi Ethan,” she said, smiling. “Take him. I’ve got another couple of hours I really need to get done, and then we can order pizza when you get back.”


  Back in the car I spread newspaper over the footwell, and then helped him climb in, buckling the child-seat belts across. Not an easy task while he refused to sit still.


  “Settle down, otherwise we’ll just go straight back into the house.”


  He let me thread his arms through the straps, and clip him in place.


  At the forest I unfastened him once more, and all the stored energy erupted at once. I locked the car fast and tried to keep up. Amongst the leaves and brambles I lost sight of him more than once, panic frosting my lungs, until I glimpsed him in the gaps the forest left for us. Taking a shortcut I finally caught up with him, and busied myself collecting branches too heavy for him to lift, then pausing to help him lift the ones he’d set his heart on.


  Our unknown building partner had done little since the last time I checked, but enough for Ethan to notice.


  “They’ve been very busy,” Ethan said. “That wasn’t made when I last visited. Neither was that.” He carried on, picking out every single improvement and change since he last stayed with me.


  We worked until the light faded, then walked back to the car, and after the short drive, I carried him up the stairs, still asleep, laid him on his bed, and took off his boots.


  “Save his pizza until morning,” I said to Sarah. “But I’ll have mine now.”


  Ethan jumped onto the bed far too early, knee catching me in the ribs.


  “Can we go now, Daddy? I’m ready to go and do more.”


  “It’s six a.m., Ethan. Go back to bed.”


  “Nice and early. No one else will be in the woods.”


  I rolled over to try to get some support from Sarah, but she was turned away, asleep or ignoring.


  He grabbed my arm and pantomimed dragging me out of bed. I could have sent him away, lost my temper, but I was already awake. Instead I let myself be prised from the last of my sleep, grabbed coffee, and then bundled him into the car.


  The shelter had changed. Where our unknown collaborator had built their sections, the wood was now obscured by smears of what at first seemed to be white mud.


  I watched Ethan run up and peer close.


  “What is that?”


  I ran a hand over the rippled surface.


  “It’s some kind of daub. A very ancient way of stopping the wind and rain getting inside,” I said, and winced as something snagged my skin. At first I thought it was one of the pieces of straw binding the mud together, or the uneven surface. Then I saw the tiny bones embedded within the mixture, sharp spurs protruding out. In the forest’s gloom I struggled to see what animal they came from. Some curved around like a tail or serpent. Others were grouped together like any pattern the worker had in mind had slid apart as the mixture settled between the timber.


  “Can we do some?” Ethan said. He reached out to copy me, and I grabbed his wrist. A look of hurt was there for a moment, then gone.


  “We don’t have anything we need to do this. We need water, mud, some straw,” I said, trying to explain.


  “Okay,” he said, shrugging, his coat coming half off in the process. “I’ll go and find some wood instead.”


  He almost knocked me off my feet when he ran back up.


  “I’ve found it,” he said, the words thinned by his breathlessness. “I’ve found it.”


  Unsure what “it” was, and worried to let him investigate further by himself, I allowed myself to be dragged away.


  “Look,” he said.


  If the leaves hadn’t been sodden there would have been no sign of the spring beneath. A few feet away someone had dug into the waterlogged ground, as if carving out a shallow grave. Instead they’d scraped out wet clay, beside it a pile of blackened straw.


  “Can we do some?” Ethan said.


  I stared at the spring and shuddered, glancing up to see if the sun was still high.


  “Someone else has started working here. We can’t really change what they’ve started.”


  “But we did when we started making the shelter better. You didn’t say no then. You just don’t want to get dirty.”


  I shook my head, trying to think of another reason to discourage him.


  “We don’t have anything to carry the clay in, or to mix in the straw.”


  “You have loads of old buckets at home. Please, can we go and get two? We’ll only need two. You can carry one, and I can carry one. I promise not to spill anything.”


  I let myself be persuaded as I always did. He asked whether he could stay at the shelter until I got back, and whinged when I said no, that high-pitched whinge that cuts right through.


  “We can go back and stay, or go back and come out again. Your choice,” I said, grabbing his wrist and starting back to the car. After the first couple of steps he fell in behind me and I let go.


  We drove back to the apartment, and rummaged in the garage, Ethan finding the buckets and tipping plaster-encrusted tools onto the concrete floor in his enthusiasm to haul them back to the car. I picked up the old tools and searched for a spade, throwing both in the boot, and strapping him back in his car seat to make the short journey back.


  The approach to the shelter was covered in snail shells, hundreds of them, all lying on their side, spiral up to the sky. I grabbed Ethan’s shoulder to stop him crushing them and knelt to pick the nearest one up.


  Bones inside the shell rattled out into my palm. I had no way to identify them, just another one of the dead buried in the woods. A frog or mouse that found a grave beneath the fungal rot.


  Ethan pushed past me and picked up handfuls, dropping them into one of the buckets, more bones rattling out as they fell upon each other. A container filled with two slaughtered populations. The awareness of what that meant crept in slowly. I hid my disquiet and fed off Ethan’s enthusiasm instead.


  I dug, while Ethan used his bare hands to scrape balls of clay into the bucket. With dirty hands he smeared lines under his eyes and down the centre of his forehead. Using the other bucket, I collected water from the spring, not worrying how many beetle-infested leaves I caught up, and then poured it over the lumps of clay. Both of us slid our fingers into the unkempt straw and dropped it into the bucket, watching as it sank below the surface, leaving specks of mould floating upon the surface.


  Before we started the next stage I laid out the rules to Ethan. We only work on the parts of the shelter we’d built. I’d put the daub on, and he could smear it in place. When I said it was time to stop, we stopped. Nodding so hard I thought his head might fall off, he stepped back and let me start.


  I noticed him flagging before I noticed the light failing. All through the afternoon, we worked in silence carrying bucket after bucket of daub to the shelter and smearing over the timber. I knew we were only playacting at skills we did not have, but in the silence I felt a companionship I wasn’t sure I’d ever felt with him before. By the time I realised how late it was, he had no more energy to walk back to the car and I carried him in my arms, letting him fall asleep against my shoulder.


  Back at the flat I went into his bedroom, walking quietly so I didn’t disturb his sleep. Looked at his Hut Museum. The small snail shell scraped clean alongside the shattered frog bones and the broken snake vertebrae arranged like gaming counters.


  We went back the next two days, starting after breakfast and working until teatime, until he slumped to the forest floor exhausted. Each day there were more gifts spread across the leaf litter, scraped out shells stuffed with moss, or animal bones arranged in intricate designs that broke up when we stood on them, unseen in the forest floor. I didn’t draw attention to them, and neither did Ethan, though I saw him notice them, his gaze flicking over the patterns, and filing away the memory for future.


  At the end of the third day, we sat down with our backs against a nearby tree and shared a small packed lunch, dividing the sandwiches between us. I knew the question was coming, in the silence between us and the expressions flickering across his face.


  “Daddy? Can we camp out here? We can put a blanket across the front of the doorway, and the plaster on the wood will keep the wind out.”


  “I’m not sure, Ethan,” I said, taking a sip of coffee from the flask cup. “It gets very cold at night.”


  “But you’ve got those really warm sleeping bags and it would only be for one night.”


  “I don’t think it’s a good idea,” I said.


  “I think it’s a great idea,” Sarah said when we got back home. “It’s only for one night, and you can always sleep in the car if it gets too cold.”


  “I won’t get any sleep if I do,” I said, trying to talk her out of talking me into it.


  “You won’t get any peace if you don’t,” she said.


  “Doesn’t matter. He’s going back to his mum soon.”


  Sarah’s gaze flicked behind me. I didn’t need to turn around to see him. Sarah’s expression said it all.


  “Well done,” she said, and ran out of the room to find where he had hid himself.


  He packed too much into the car, the rear window obscured by bedding and supplies, but I wasn’t allowed to say no after the previous day’s upset. We drove in silence, him smiling and me not. Once parked, I grabbed as many things as I could, but not everything designated essential by him, and we walked in silence into the woods.


  Someone had come during the last twenty-four hours and finished the hut, smoothing out the last of the plaster, and decorating the roof with what looked from a distance like pink garlands. Ethan ran up and dragged one down, pulling as it snagged on some bark.


  “This is wet,” he said, letting go.


  The intestines were fresh and still full, stinking with waste and undigested food. I sent Ethan to collect firewood while I tore them away, dropping them into a bag I’d brought for rubbish.


  “What are they?” he said.


  I sat down and stacked the wood in front of the hut, explaining as I worked.


  “Do you think the animals they came from were okay?”


  I shook my head.


  “I don’t think so. I think they’ve probably been eaten now.”


  He went silent and stayed that way for a long time. I busied myself laying the sleeping bags out and tying torches to the ceiling, my mobile phone hidden under my pillow, to give me something to read if he ever went to sleep. As night fell we sat around the fire listening to the forest wake and watching the flames. We didn’t talk much. It wasn’t an uncomfortable silence, but I realised how little I knew about my son. How little I’d taken the effort to find out. It’s not that information was hidden from me. I’m sure if I’d asked his mother she’d have told me who his best friend was, or which homework he struggled with, but in those moments around the fire I realised how much of a gulf there was between the two of us.


  We stayed awake too late. He told me stories he thought were either funny or scary, and were neither. When I looked at my watch and saw it was nearly midnight I insisted he go and lie down, expecting him to still be awake when I too lay down.


  Walking around the small clearing I tried to see between the trees. The night was another creature draped over the forest’s branches, unknowable and impenetrable. I tried using the torch to see further. A slight mist in the air walled the beam in so I saw less than without it.


  Not wanting to wander too far, I walked back to the shelter, climbed into the sleeping bag, and turned over to go to sleep, Ethan lying turned from me, his feet just catching my bag as I settled down.


  When I woke I checked my phone to see what time it was. Barely past two in the morning. The forest sounded full of more noise than during the day. Every sound was warped and twisted by the stillness and my imagination. I thought I heard crackling and I glanced outside to check the fire was out. Apart from a few glowing embers the night was cold and forgotten.


  Though I tried not to, I soon fell asleep again, waking only when Ethan’s knee hit me in the ribs. His eyelids undulated as if deep in dream, but something about the way his chest moved told me he was awake.


  “Open your eyes,” I said, reaching out to stroke his face to gently ease him back to the world.


  The light changed a touch and I saw delicate fronds of moss stuck to his lashes. He grabbed my arm, thorns embedded in his palm snagging my skin. I reached up for him, but my arms did not move. I tried to untangle them from the sleeping bag, the inside damp from sweat and the forest floor. Something I could not see snagged my ankle and I felt a movement against the back of my knee. Outside, the blanket door was dragged aside, and hands damp as rotten wood reached in. The arms were endless, knotted with bindweed and mould, dripping softened bark across my sleeping bag. There was no body beyond I could see. The fingers turned upwards, sensing the air. Waiting for something to change. I tried to shake Ethan awake but sleep held him too tight.


  The hands tore through my sleeping bag, the nylon stuffing looking far too white and artificial caught on the broken nails. I felt one bark-covered fist press against my throat, pinning me to the ground. The second hand ran across my cheek and my lips, almost a caress, and then slowly but surely prised away my left eye.


  I wish I could say I blacked out then, and that the pain saved me from watching. The hands lost interest in me. I tried to get up, fight my way out of the sleeping bag. The more I struggled the more I was clutched by the soil and sticks below me. The hand was now reaching toward Ethan, clasping his fingers and gently lifting him to his feet. I watched his fingers grasp the hand back, and even through all my pain, and panic, and anger, the jealousy still appeared.


  Ethan stood, his sleeping bag falling away, even as mine cocooned me to the ground. With no way to move I tried shouting, not caring who heard me as long as Ethan did. The second hand reached for my mouth then, forced fingers between my teeth and, with fingernails sharp as blackthorn, tore several holes through my tongue. My mouth filled with blood, drowning any words I still had.


  There was no violence toward Ethan, barely any coercion, just the gentlest of persuasion and my son was gone, and I was alone.


  When I woke, the entrance was sealed over, hazel staves woven into each other, turning a door into a wall. I searched the shelter for weaknesses, for places rotten, where softened wood had been used. Places I could shatter. Slowly but surely I snapped my way out.


  They don’t believe me, the lawyers, the judges. Sarah. They’re sure I left him amongst the dead, lying beneath the forest’s wilting leaves. Search in my head for answers I don’t have. I run my hands over the plastered walls of the cell, wary of snagging myself on bones. If the conditions are right I can smell the forest on the wind, and in the distance I hear the rumble of cars, as present as any birdsong.


  BLOOD TIES


  JADE WILBURN


  Fetid water and putrid green-brown sludge seep into the cracks of Olivia’s worn shoes. She grimaces with every squelching step, but she cannot stop running.


  There’s no time to wipe the sweat from her brow nor to wash her brown forearms, streaked with still-wet blood. She cannot take even a moment to comfort her squalling newborn sister, Leila. Fresh from their mama’s womb and hastily tied in a wrap, the babe’s midnight-black skin is still covered in drying white birthing fluid.


  If Olivia falters, even once, both of them will die as cannon fodder.


  The faint thrum under her feet grows stronger. Leila cries louder. They’re lucky the houses this far from the town’s center are empty. Their families had been smart to take the government’s meager offer and flee as fast as possible.


  Olivia curses under her breath as she shoves floating broken furniture out of her way. The main road out of town would’ve been faster but it came with a higher chance of detection. The narrow footpaths through the forest will slow down pursuers but getting there is eating precious time.


  “Shush little one, everything will be okay. I promised Mama I’d protect you, remember?”


  She ignores the floating corpses, so swollen that they look fit to burst with the slightest disturbance. As the water came, the ground turned so soft that their cemeteries had no choice but to spit up the dead.


  There goes Miss Mabel with her one good glass eye and the other authentic one hanging out of the socket. Look at the Tyler children floating in a single file like soldiers—such a shame about the measles outbreak that took their whole family a few years ago.


  The distant clamor of surprised shouts and bellows of rage behind her sends Olivia’s heart skittering off like a rabbit. Daddy and the rest of the townspeople must have found Mama’s cooling body, her womb empty of the child meant to be kindling for the curse.


  The faint whispers of Ancestors long gone caress Olivia’s ears and urge her to stop running. They beg her to set Leila down in a patch of dry soil and complete the blood tie, tethering her sister to the earth as generations of their family have done.


  We aren’t monsters, they coo. Their voices are ever moving, rolling around the edges of her mind like water sloshing up the sides of a cup someone is shifting back and forth. They wouldn’t do this if there was another way. They don’t want to see their hard work snatched away by white folks yet again—surely she must grasp that?


  “‘Course I get it! Y’all actin’ like y’all the only ones who are angry!” Olivia hisses between clenched teeth. Did the Ancestors think she wanted things to end up this way? To stay here in this town and wait for the waters to rise, or high-tail it North with her sister to a state—Meatskin? Michgan?—whose name she can’t even pronounce right?


  Sucking air into her heaving chest to soothe her aching lungs, Olivia’s focus loosens for a single moment.


  A searing heat scorches a pathway through her veins and Olivia screams.


  It wouldn’t hurt at all if you just let us in.


  The tether between her and the land tightens its grip on her soul. The very air around Olivia wavers. Her forebears’ voices surge forward and she staggers to her knees.


  Let us in, sweet girl.


  It’s like fighting against the tide while it drags her down into the murkiest depths of her mind, generations of her Ancestors’ collective willpower subverting her own. Olivia lowers Leila—until an indignant squall from the babe pierces her fogging thoughts like a needle.


  Taking a deep breath, Olivia stiffens her spine.


  Get the hell out of my head!


  With a mental shove, Olivia encases the voices behind a wall at the back of her mind. Whispering thanks to her sister, she stumbles back to her feet.


  They have to keep moving.


  As water gives way to dry land, Olivia cinches up her mud-caked skirts in one hand and runs. Dappled yellow-green sunlight guides her around squirming tree roots that grasp at her ankles.


  “All this carrying on is pointless,” Olivia mutters under her breath. She ducks underneath the trembling threads of vine that snatch at her braids and scowls. “As if anything we do will keep us from losing our homes.”


  Things had gone to hell the day the devil strolled into town.


  As soon as the government representatives stepped foot inside the town limits, a rumble through the terrain warned them that strangers were in their midst.


  Olivia’s neighbors groaned and sucked their teeth—tempers not at all helped by the day’s heat. One of the hottest places in the world is a Southern church on a summer afternoon and the pews were filled to the brim with sticky bodies. The box of paddle fans was empty but the flimsy pieces of cardboard seemed to only push the muggy air from one side of the sanctuary to the other.


  If the two representatives were discomfited to have all eyes on them as soon as they stepped into a stifling room full of irritated Negroes, they didn’t show it.


  Careful now, the Ancestors cautioned. It ain’t ever good when the government comes calling.


  Olivia stiffened along with the others that heard the whispers. Other folks frowned, noticing the change in their neighbors’ body language.


  Olivia’s mother wrapped her hands protectively around her swollen belly. She wasn’t the only one in their town who felt uncomfortable with the knowledge that the land underneath their toes was sentient. She couldn’t comprehend pledging to protect and care for it in exchange for access to the collective wisdom of their foremothers and forefathers.


  Speaking with the deceased wasn’t a benevolent comfort and it didn’t matter if it was a practice carried over from the old continent; it was the devil’s magic.


  Funny that he’s here, Olivia thought as the shorter of the two representatives stepped onto the pulpit. Perhaps I should ask him if it’s true.


  “A few miles south, an army of the greatest engineers in the country is going to build a dam—big enough to fill up these Georgian foothills with the backwaters of Ole Hooch.” Blond hair plastered to his pale forehead, the representative laid it on thick. “This monumental reservoir will bring water and prosperity to a burgeoning American city.”


  The second representative stepped forward, lanky as a scarecrow with the same blank stare. “Now we know no one wants to leave their homes, but sometimes sacrifices need to be made for the greater good. Of course, we’re prepared to compensate you.”


  They named their price and Olivia’s mouth dropped. Only twenty-six dollars per acre? That was barely two-thirds of what their land was worth!


  Shouts and hisses nearly lifted off the church rafters. Even Preacher Johnson looked fit to curse.


  “Now, now . . . we assure you that the quoted price is more than fair for your land. It’d be in all your best interests to take it.”


  The church fell silent. Olivia nestled against her mother’s belly, taking comfort in the movements of her unborn sibling as if the babe could feel her distress. How could they just leave?


  Many of their families had been here since Emancipation. This land had been worthless and abandoned until their forebears poured their blood into the dirt, binding themselves as the earth is bound to the sun. Deeds could be ripped up, lost, burned, or simply denied. A blood tie held meaning far beyond ownership.


  Yet again, all of our hard work is getting snatched away, the spirits hissed.


  They always want what we got.


  Seething, they gathered together as one and tugged on the strongest blood tie at their disposal. The Ancestors would have their say.


  Swallowing in trepidation, Olivia watched as her father stepped forward. Her mama’s grip on her hand tightened. Though her mother had eventually been convinced to resume her wifely duties, she’d never forgiven her husband for going behind her back, binding Olivia when she was a child.


  Her daddy had always felt the connection of his tether keener than most—he’d been tied to the land from the moment the midwife pulled his squalling body from his mother’s womb and mixed his lifeblood into the rich black soil.


  “And if we don’t sell?” he asked.


  Olivia tensed at the sight of air stirring around her father’s body, as if beings moved there, unseen, watching, waiting. His baritone deepened. His words reverberated, a multitude of voices speaking in tandem. “Should we expect to find crosses burning on our lawns while our homes are firebombed to force us out?”


  Their Ancestors manifesting through him as they had never done before punched a spike of worry through Olivia’s chest.


  The representatives hesitated. Their eyes jumped from Olivia’s father to the entire congregation, silently gauging if the whole room had spoken in unison or not. “By all means, that’s within your rights. But remember: It’s not illegal for the government to seize property if they deem it necessary—and who needs the Klan when we have the National Guard? A lake is gonna get built here whether y’all stay or not.”


  Their jobs finished, they slipped back through the front doors of the church. Olivia let out a wet, shuddery cough. Her world had fallen out from underneath her feet and she felt oddly heavy, like she could sink into her seat and never move.


  Her mother hunched over, pressing a handkerchief to the tears running down her cheeks. “How could they?”


  Pew by pew, people followed suit as they exploded in a flurry of shouts and tears.


  “We need to do something! They can’t do this to us!”


  “Of course they can. We’re Negroes.”


  “I’m sick of gettin’ chased away everywhere I go in Georgia. I heard life is sa-weet up North.”


  “I got a cousin up North—says their white folks as bad as ours. They just think they’re nicer ‘cuz they ain’t the ones that whipped us.”


  “I’m good with my hands and I know how to cut some hair. I’m sure I can find a job, send for the rest of y’all before that dam gets built.”


  The malcontents were outnumbered by those who resigned themselves to leaving. There was no use in fighting to the death against superior numbers armed to the teeth with guns and dogs. Besides, blood ties weren’t the only way to commune with their deceased relatives. A new home would never be the same as the old, but better than no home at all.


  The Ancestors disagreed.


  They knew how to fix this: their knowledge wasn’t contained to crop rotation or how to tell when a storm’s coming. There were many great and terrible things they’ve passed down over the centuries. Roots and charms to make someone take to their bed on the brink of death. Spells to cause storms to wreck whole towns. Malevolent curses that allowed no one to desecrate the land without repercussions. And inside the church was all the fodder they needed for the invocation.


  “No one is leaving.” Her father’s voice rang out with ominous finality. Olivia’s brow furrowed. Didn’t he hear? It wasn’t as though they had a choice.


  She nearly choked on her spit as a violent force seared her brain, trying to rip its way inside. Neighbors yelled out around her, falling on the ground while their loved ones helplessly watched.


  “What’s happening?” Olivia moaned, clutching her head.


  Let us in baby, we’ll fix this. We’ll fix everything.


  Embrace us and we’ll guide you.


  Blood ties are supposed to be benevolent, two-way relationships— not abused with one party taking full control. Olivia’s tempted, to make the agony go away, to let them in—


  “Olivia, we need to go! Snap out of it!”


  The crack of her mother’s palm across her cheek shook Olivia free. Her mother pressed a hand to her belly, pulling Olivia out the back of the church, following a handful of people escaping.


  “Mama, it’s the Ancestors. We’ve gotta help—”


  “There’s nothing we can do for them.”


  They ducked into a copse, taking shelter amongst the trees. Olivia helped her mother sink onto the soft carpet of grass.


  “Listen closely, Olivia. No matter what happens, the most important thing is that we survive.” Her Mama clasped their hands together, her brown gaze feverish and solemn. “That is the best thing we can do for ourselves and our family. If something happens to me, promise that you’ll stay alive and take care of your sibling.”


  Olivia pressed her palm over her mother’s stomach. Her lips tugged at the press of a tiny hand back.


  “I promise, Mama.”


  Stumbling out of the forest into a clearing right at the border, Olivia’s body trembles with sweet relief. The wooden stake with their town name painted on it in flaking black letters stands just ahead. Her head feels like it’s going to split as her forebears batter against her mental wall, but freedom is so close—


  “Over here, Olivia!”


  Her mother’s good friends wait just past the border marker; their tense expressions ease upon seeing her. The former schoolteacher, Mrs. Freedman, sits atop the wagon with her hands clasped and her black hair pinned in place. Her grizzly bear of a husband stands guard with a rifle resting over his shoulder.


  Mrs. Freedman’s gaze cuts past Olivia. “Where’s your mama?”


  “She didn’t make it. She made me promise to take care of her.” She lifts Leila for them to see. Mrs. Freedman stifles a cry while her husband’s face twists with sorrow.


  “We can grieve later,” Mr. Freedman says. “We need to leave.”


  As Olivia steps past the border, a root shoots out from the grass. It coils around her ankle, twining up her leg and throwing her off-balance. Leila lets out a blood-curdling scream. In her panic to secure her baby sister, Olivia loses focus.


  The voices wash over her mental landscape, a tidal wave consuming her very being. Olivia falls to her knees in agony, one hand around Leila.


  “Olivia! Get up, Olivia!”


  We’ve got you now, baby. You’re never leaving us.


  The deep baritone of her father’s voice is getting closer. The promise to her dying mother sears Olivia’s mouth—she swore to protect Leila and she cannot fail now.


  Olivia throws the Freedmans a pleading look. “Take her . . . please! You must!”


  Passing the gun to his wife, Mr. Freedman dashes across the clearing. He stops short of the border.


  “Toss me the babe!” he bellows, his thick dark hands outstretched as far as he dares. Swallowing, Olivia summons her strength and heaves Leila over the boundary.


  Trees crash to the rumbling ground, but Mr. Freedman is steady. Cradling Leila, he looks at Olivia and hesitates. She shakes her head. The Freedmans don’t have blood ties, but there’s no telling what’ll happen if he crosses back into the town limits.


  “Godspeed, Olivia.”


  Relief and terror churn through her veins like fresh butter as the wagon speeds off. Her sister is safe. She should be happy she kept her promise. She should be content that one of them will have a chance to live, to grow. To see a whole other side of the country where you don’t have to jump off the sidewalk for nobody, or work the soil all day in the sun for scrap wages.


  But that won’t be her. The Freedmans would’ve saved her if they could, she knows they had to think of themselves and Leila, but— Olivia squeezes her eyes shut. She doesn’t want to die here.


  Rough hands haul her bound form up from the cold ground. Her father’s empty gaze is unyielding. “It’s a pity we didn’t catch the child, but at least we have you.”


  “Daddy, please don’t do this. It’s not too late. We can go north just like the Freedmans and start over. Just you, me, and Leila.”


  “So we should just let them take everything from us, again? Would you rather we allow ourselves to get defiled without consequences? You should be grateful that we’re taking a stand.”


  Defiance creeps into Olivia’s gaze and she straightens her shoulders.


  “No, but do y’all really think cursing this land will repay all of the wrongs done to our people? You’ve hurt nearly everyone! How is any of this supposed to bring you peace?”


  Her captors jerk back as if slapped. Her daddy’s brow creases, and Olivia’s breath cuts short. There’s a part of him still inside that cares, she’s almost sure of it.


  The air around her father’s head lurches violently and hope turns to ash on her tongue as his face smooths.


  “This is what’s best for everyone. One day you’ll understand, baby.” Olivia’s screams are ignored as she’s carried back to town.


  Water splashes her face when she’s dropped on the floor of the church. Neighbors who didn’t escape surround her, clinging to one another in the freezing water. The black liquid caresses her neck in a lover’s embrace. Olivia’s ears ring from the cacophony of pleas and bargaining, entreaties to think of the children.


  “We are,” Daddy says.


  He turns his back on them and raises his hands as he begins the invocation. Salt leaks from Olivia’s eyes. She’s not making it out of here alive. Among the dying gurgles of her neighbors and loved ones, the Ancestors utter sympathetic tutting sounds.


  Don’t cry, baby.


  We’ll make them regret ever stepping foot on our territory.


  Olivia counts the passage of time using the trash dropped by the people she drowns.


  It’s the only comfort she’s been able to seize during her decades trapped in this half-life, a distraction from thoughts of her sister. The dates on Styrofoam containers with half-eaten sandwiches floating amongst the mild waves. Wallets spilling over with tiny squares. Cover girls beaming without a care in the world spread across the front of glossy water-logged magazines.


  A small boat chugs across the lake’s surface, the loud whirl of its motors disturbing the placid green-blue water. Tearing her eyes from the laughing woman clad in white on the February cover of Vogue, Olivia eyes it with trepidation.


  “Just keep going, don’t stop,” she whispers. Maybe, just maybe, they’ll be spared if they don’t linger. Maybe she won’t have to add another red mark to her ledger.


  Aluminum cans fall overboard, speckling the water with synthetic hues of Coca-Cola red and Pepsi blue. An arm the color of rich sepia darts in the water to catch them to no avail. The cans join the rest of the trash snuggling into the dirt of the lakebed.


  The water around her twists as the Ancestors stir, seething at the detritus. They never learn, do they?


  The lake mud pulsates. Countless souls awaken in search of their new prey.


  Olivia can’t help her own frustrated resignation. She always hoped skinfolk at least would have more sense. When she was alive, black folks had a healthy respect for the dead and went out of their way to avoid bringing any bad juju onto themselves. Surely the number of people who turned up dead or missing would send a clear message to stay away? Did the ones today think they were exempt from reprisal if they, too, defiled their Ancestors’ resting places because they shared the same skin color?


  Now they would have to die for their foolishness.


  Olivia glides through the crumbling, shadowed ruins. She joins the rest of the ghosts following the boat’s wake like a school of hungering sharks. She’d learned the hard way that the curse would take over her body and compel her if she refused to partake in killing anyone who breached the waters above their former town.


  Her hands tingle from the phantom sensation of gripping someone’s throat. Olivia clenches them to stop the feeling. She doesn’t know if she can bear to snuff the light out of someone’s eyes again.


  Her daddy flits gleefully ahead of the pack. “What’ll be this time? Capsize the boat? Wait ‘til one of them sticks their hand in the water and pull them under?”


  Olivia wrinkles her nose in disgust. The curse may compel her to kill but she doesn’t take pleasure in it.


  Some of the ghosts cheer her father on, the ones who had actively embraced the takeover of their bodies—nothing more at this point than physical manifestations of ancestral indignity. She turns toward the others, solemn-faced men, women, and children trapped here like her, the ones who still try to resist despite the futileness.


  “We should hurry,” she mutters. “Try to reach whoever falls into the water before one of the others do. We’ll give them a quick death, at least.”


  They nod in agreement.


  The occupants of the boat cut the motor. The vessel bobs on the gentle waves as they laugh and chat with one another.


  Her daddy positions himself right beneath the boat. With a fervent grin, he raises one of his hands. The sunlight disappears as the clouds move to cast the lake in gray shadows. The winds above-water begin to screech like banshees as they whip about in a frenzy. She can imagine the boat occupants panicking at the sudden change in weather, their alarm as the feral gusts and churning water rock the boat from side to side.


  “Start the motor,” she pleads. If they hurry, they might make it to the shoreline before their craft capsizes.


  The land isn’t finished yet. Her daddy curls his fingers in a come-hither gesture. Olivia gasps, sensing a rushing wall of water heading straight for the boat.


  “No, stop! This ain’t right!” Olivia yells. She heads toward her father only to find her limbs paralyzed.


  You can’t stop us, the voices whisper.


  The wave crashes into the boat with a thunderous clap, flipping it upside down. Warm bodies fall overboard and the souls of the dead close in.


  Her father reaches the first trespasser, a gangly boy barely out of his teens. When he notices the ghostly figures surrounding him, he lets out a garbled scream. “You should’ve never come here,” her daddy laughs. He drags the flailing teen deeper into the shadowy depths of the lake.


  Nearby, a girl struggles against the ghostly hands clasped around her nose and mouth, fading quickly. Another boy isn’t quite so lucky; Olivia shudders and turns away from the tug-o’-war game he’s caught in.


  A moving shadow catches Olivia’s eye and she turns slightly so as not to draw any attention. One of the boat occupants was thrown farther than the others—the brown-skinned girl she spied earlier is swimming toward the surface. Now that she’s noticed the last survivor, she can’t ignore her. A prickling sensation spreads across her body, her only warning before the curse forces her to act.


  So intent on getting to safety, the girl doesn’t notice Olivia’s approaching figure until they’re face-to-face. A flurry of air bubbles escapes from the girl’s mouth as she screams. Several heads turn their way and Olivia grimaces. She needs to get this over with before the others come.


  “I wish you hadn’t forced me to do this to you,” Olivia growls, reaching for her throat. Her fingers brush against the girl’s windpipe. Searing heat spreads across Olivia’s tongue. Lurching away in pain and disbelief, she presses a hand against her lips.


  “I don’t understand,” she whispers.


  A memory from long ago tries to surface but it’s like swimming upriver through molasses. Above her, the girl breaches the lake’s surface. Olivia grabs her ankle and pulls her back below the water. She ignores the flailing and peers at the girl’s features.


  Her deep-set brown eyes are wide in panic, but she’s seen them before—they’re the same as her daddy’s. She’d also know that upturned wide nose anywhere—she only saw that feature every day in her mama’s face.


  Hands shaking, Olivia grabs the girl’s waist and thrusts her above the water to fill her lungs with air. A welcome relief from the guilt over her unkept promise warred with the ice-cold realization that she had nearly just killed her kin.


  “What’re you waiting for?”


  Olivia turns to meet her daddy’s menacing figure. The rest of the ghosts fan out behind him.


  “Kill the desecrator.”


  “Daddy, this girl, she—this is Leila’s child. Maybe even one of her grandchildren. She is our blood.”


  “Remember, Olivia: your sister abandoned us. You think she even remembers who you are? Killing this girl . . . it’ll be like your sister’s come back to be with the rest of her family.”


  Olivia stares in muted horror. They want her to kill her own kin?


  For a brief moment, her chest cracks open and a half-forgotten feeling of bitterness spills out. Her sister had survived when that wagon drove away without her, sealing Olivia’s fate.


  No, Olivia shakes her head. That's not true. It wasn’t Leila’s fault. She glares at her father and the rest of the ghosts as they whisper vengeance, edging her on to drag the desecrator in her arms back beneath the water.


  Her foremothers and forefathers wrapped that root around her leg to stop her from escaping. Her daddy tied her to this godforsaken land in the first place, against Olivia’s and her mama’s wishes. There’s no reasoning with them and there never has been.


  A frustrated grimace ripples over her daddy’s face. The ever-present voices are silent. There’s no searing pain in her skull, just a blessedly empty stillness.


  Olivia still controls her body.


  “Thank you, Mama,” she whispers. “I did promise you, didn’t I?”


  “Kill her now!” the dead shriek.


  Olivia’s eyes tighten with resolve. “No.”


  She pulls the thrashing girl to her chest and shoots for the shoreline. A roar echoes behind her and the dead give chase. Olivia grits her teeth. If she can get the girl to dry land and out of reach of the curse, she should be safe.


  A tree rips from the bottom of the lake and shoots toward them. Cursing, Olivia uses the girl’s wild movements as momentum to barrelroll to the side. The rush of water flips them upside down. Olivia regains her bearings and breaks the surface of the lake. The girl gasps, coughing. Her arms flail weaker than before.


  The lake’s bottom rumbles like a primordial force, screaming out in misery.


  It's our right to make them, to make everyone suffer for what was done!


  “Y’all haven’t even killed the people that tormented y’all! That at least, I could understand!”


  There’s only a few more yards to reach land. The girl sputters in her arms as they glide forward.


  “What the hell is going on?! Let me go!”


  “You wanna die here or not?!” Olivia snaps back. In all the years she’s been stuck in this half-state, she’s never been tired, but exhaustion drags at her limbs like shackles. The will to make sure her family survives is all that keeps her going. Will she pass along to the same plane as her Ancestors? Or will she fade away completely?


  Hands grab at her feet but with a few vicious kicks, she’s free. Olivia grits her teeth. She can worry about her afterlife later.


  The girl lets out a scream and clutches Olivia’s shoulder. “There’s a wave coming!”


  A wall of water surges their way. Olivia hunches her shoulders forward.


  If she times it—


  Pushing herself past her limits to stay just slightly ahead of the wave, Olivia waits until it’s upon them before throwing the girl forward. The wave crashes down. There isn’t a Mr. Freedman to catch her this time, but the force shoves her niece up onto the shoreline.


  Surrounded by the wails of what sounds like millions of tortured souls and her mouth tingling with what feels like joy, Olivia allows a relieved smile to come to her face.


  “Olivia, please!” She turns to face the anguished face of her daddy. The water quakes around him and she blinks in astonishment at the sight of ethereal figures behind him, scores of her family over generations back.


  “Don’t leave us,” he begs. “We’ve lost so much and we didn’t want to lose all of this—all of you—again.”


  “I know,” she says. Because she does; she understands anger can simmer in your blood until your very bones grieve, as everything you’ve built is taken away time after time again for centuries. How there is only so much one can take before retribution begins to taste sweet on the tongue. But the problem with revenge is that it swallows everyone and everything around you, never satisfied until there’s nothing but ruin left.


  “You and the rest of our people deserve peace. I hope one day that you find it.”


  Turning to the water’s edge, Olivia takes a tentative step inland. Her heart soars when she doesn’t encounter any resistance. Forcing herself not to look back, Olivia strides toward her kin.


  The girl scurries back on her hands and knees through the grass. “Who are you? What do you want with me?”


  “What’s your name?” Olivia urges. She manages what she hopes is a reassuring smile.


  The girl hesitates, her eyes darting between Olivia and the parking lot behind her.


  “My name is Olivia . . . Olivia Freedman. You . . . why do you look like my mother?”


  Olivia takes a trembling step forward.


  “It’s nice to meet you, Olivia. Your mother is my baby sister, though it’s been a long time since I’ve seen her. Can you tell me how she’s been doing?”
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  The bombs had stopped falling. That was the first thing that struck Alice when the train pulled away, its smoke and roar fading into the distance, and she looked out across nothing but green for miles around.


  The silence crept into her, like long fingers snaking down her throat, and she felt she no longer knew how to breathe. The air had no smell in it, not even the taint of coal and steam any longer. Sometimes, at home in London, she hadn’t been clear whether the percussion of incendiaries was really still happening or if the sound had lodged in her mind, an endless battle that wouldn’t stop. It at once terrified her and awoke a nameless longing that wore the face of her mother, solemn and silent as the fields that stretched away.


  She didn’t know where she was. She only knew she’d been told to alight here, and so here she stood with her bag at her feet and a cardboard sign hanging around her neck, over the gold cross that had been her mother’s. An evacuee.


  “Oreet, lass.”


  The voice was rough, as was the man who’d spoken. His dark hair was plastered to his sweaty forehead and his chin was rough too, speckled with stubble. He spat out more words she couldn’t make sense of, she caught something about a cart, and he picked up her bag and she followed him. He put her things into the back of a wooden wagon, jerking his hand toward the seat, and she stepped up too. He sat in front of her, his back turned, and took up the reins. She stared at the horse’s fat chestnut haunches as they rolled and shifted and pulled her away from everything she had known.


  Across a cobbled yard, a place of squawking chickens and straw and spattered dirt, she reached the farmhouse. The mother wore an apron that wasn’t really white and a distracted expression. Strands of hair hung in her face. She said that Alice was welcome but she didn’t smile, and when she said that Alice was their only billet, she pulled a face as if the word had a nasty taste.


  Then two girls came rushing into the kitchen.


  One was a little taller than Alice, with mousy curls: Olive. The other was rather shorter, with plump, unformed features and a gap-toothed smile: Betty.


  “Come wi’ me,” Olive said. “I’ll show you summat.”


  She turned and ran up the stairs before Alice could reply. She was tired and hungry and she could smell bread somewhere in the kitchen, but she followed the girl anyway, into a cramped room with two little beds squeezed into it.


  “Mam said you should share,” Olive announced, “but we said we would. We’re together, aren’t we, Bet?”


  Betty nodded. Alice could already see that nodding was what she did.


  “I’ve got this.” Olive went to a drawer and pulled out a little circle of plaited string with deep-green beads threaded onto it.


  “It’s a bracelet,” she said. “I made one for me and one for Bet. You can have this un.”


  She held it out. Alice reached for it, giving a little smile in spite of herself. She was almost touching it when Olive snatched it back, shoving it deep into her pocket. She grabbed her sister’s arm and they ran, thundering back down the stairs, their laughter still ringing around the low beams.


  There was real milk, squirted warm into a pail. Real eggs gathered in a bowl, never reported for the rationing. There were sheep with yellow eyes and the stamping, farting horse and a goose that hissed as loud as a train. There was the father, always doing something, gesturing this way and that to a limping boy, who was the farmhand. Their voices confused her. It was hard to follow the accent. They used phrases her parents never had; words were like things stuck in their throats they struggled to expel. They laughed at her: her shoes too dainty for the yard, the way she said Lancashire instead of Lancasheer, her fear of the old dog with his dripping red tongue.


  After she’d fed the chickens and dusted the rooms and kneaded the dough to the mother’s satisfaction, Alice was told she may go. Olive and Betty were sitting at the old deal table that was much scarred from a knife, shelling peas, Betty swinging her legs in time with a tune creaking from the wireless.


  Olive slipped from her chair, sidled up to Alice, and poked her arm. “We’ll show you summat you’ll like,” she said.


  Their mother smiled as if that’s what she wanted to see, and Olive led the way from the kitchen.


  They went across the yard and into the lane. Then they climbed a narrow stile and tramped across a field, the path clogged and slippery with mud, toward a little stand of trees. But it wasn’t the trees they’d come to see. When they reached their edge, Alice saw the shattered remnants of a drystone wall, a hole in the ground a bit like a crater, and in it, a dank pool surrounded by mossy stones. The water looked slimy. The sun didn’t seem to reach it, but when she looked up, the sky was a flat gray; she couldn’t see the sun at all.


  The whole place was drab and dull and she didn’t know why they’d come here. It was cold too, a nip in the air, but then, it always seemed colder here than it had been at home.


  Olive spoke as if she was proud of the sight. “This was part of the river, once. The Dee. Not anymore, though.”


  That much was obvious to Alice. The pool was stagnant. It didn’t flow anywhere, didn’t make a sound. There was a smell to it. The water wasn’t blue but green, and she couldn’t see into it.


  “It’s where Jenny Greenteeth lives.”


  Alice didn’t look around. This was it, then, some new trick they wanted to play on her.


  “We hear singing here sometimes,” Betty piped up. Had her sister primed her to say the words?


  “Oh aye. But we don’t see her. She hasn’t got a face, not really. She’s got long, straggly hair and bony arms and claws for hands, and she’ll grab you and pull you under if she can. Then she’ll soften you up and suck the flesh from your bones.” Olive giggled.


  Betty looked afraid. She hung from her sister’s arm, standing a little behind her.


  “You have to give her stuff.” Olive stared into the water. “An offering. You don’t get owt for nowt, my dad says. Have you got a dad, Alice?”


  Alice thought of her father, the last time she had seen him. He’d been given a few days’ leave for her mother’s funeral. He had held her hand but hadn’t comforted her. He’d sat her on his knee as he used to do, but it hadn’t been the same. He wasn’t the same. It was as if he’d been replaced by someone who only looked like him, but he didn’t play with her hair or tickle her anymore. He didn’t speak. There were no words inside him. When she twisted on his lap and looked at him, he didn’t seem to see her. He was staring out of the window as if it were another country, and he didn’t answer when she whispered his name.


  She forced herself to focus once more on the pool. The water was greened and slimy with some sort of plant that was growing there, floating just beneath the surface. She imagined ragged hair among the weeds, the discolored ivory of teeth gleaming from the moss. She frowned. She knew that death came in fire and cracking stone and blackened skies. It hadn’t occurred to her that it could also be cold.


  “If you give her summat,” Olive went on, “‘appen she’ll give summat back to you. Summat you lost. Summat you want.”


  She pulled something from her pocket. Alice knew, before she caught the girl’s sly look, what it was: the macramé bracelet that had been offered to her and snatched away.


  Olive’s grin broadened as she drew back her hand and threw it out into the pool. The water took it with a low gloop and Alice peered, wondering if she could see it there, caught on the pondweed. She took a step forward, trying to make out what it was she saw just beneath the surface, and Olive shrieked in her ear.


  “Don’t go near! Or Jenny Greenteeth’ll pull you in!”


  The sisters hugged each other, grinning with delicious fear. Alice didn’t move. She didn’t feel afraid. There were worse things, she knew, and anyway, she was too busy wondering: What exactly was it that Olive had offered to the spirit of the pool? What was it she had asked for in return?


  “Now you,” Olive said.


  She stepped in front of Alice, scowling, and Alice saw that the girl’s cheeks were too flat, her nose too sharp, her eyes the color of mud. Is that why she was so mean all the time? Betty lined up next to her, her eyes the same hue as her sister’s.


  Alice shook her head. What could she offer? What was there that Jenny Greenteeth could possibly want? In spite of herself, her hand stole to her neck and rested on the little gold cross that had been her mother’s.


  “That.” Olive pointed.


  Alice shook her head.


  “That’s what she wants.”


  Again, Alice shook her head, and Olive’s expression darkened. “You’re cursed, now,” she spat. “Jenny Greenteeth is going to get you!”


  She ran away with her sister, hand in hand, both of them shrieking and laughing their triumph into the air.


  That night, Alice was sent early to her room. She lay in the little bed staring up into the eaves and listened to the raised voices snaking from between the floorboards.


  “It’s no good skrikin’. Go there again and I’ll clout thee one.”


  A low wail.


  The mother’s milder tones. Did she sound half amused? “That story’s supposed to keep you away from watter, not drag you where you don’t belong.”


  She couldn’t hear Olive’s reply.


  The mother again. “There’s your sister to think on. An’ London girls can’t swim. I’ll want your word on it, now.”


  At some point during the softer words that followed, the sound of footsteps on the stairs, Alice closed her eyes, thinking of Jenny Greenteeth: her hair like weeds, her too-long fingers tipped with broken nails, and no face that she could see; but she had eyes, rimmed with baleful yellow, and when she opened her lips . . .


  She shook her head, half asleep and half awake, and felt hands reaching for her, dragging her down. She couldn’t breathe. There was a smell; she couldn’t get any air. She felt fingers closing on her, bony yet swollen, and she awoke to see a face up close to hers, not green but black.


  She let out a shrill sound and it jerked away, just as she saw another face near hers. This one was pale and smudged but she recognized Olive, still holding the gas mask she’d been pressing against Alice’s mouth.


  The girl smirked and retreated into the dark and the door closed behind her. Still Alice could barely keep herself from screaming at the memory of the mask, the terrible blankness in its eyes.


  She took long gulps of air that smelled of nothing but the rabbit stew they’d had for tea, and she tried to think of anything else. For a long time, she couldn’t.


  Then, as she started to drift, a memory came.


  That night. The air raid. The siren ripping the night apart, shaking their souls. Dragging them all from their beds. Her mother pulling her into the street, wrapping her nightie closer around her, throwing a blanket over her shoulders.


  “I have to help Mrs. Beattie. Her legs. She can’t manage the stairs so fast.”


  Alice had heard the words, though half the vowels were lost to the mechanical scream rising into the air. She knew all about Mrs. Beattie’s legs: fat. Swollen. The veins showing blue-green under the surface of blotched, gray skin.


  She felt her mother thrust her hand into that of another neighbor, from the family two doors down.


  “Go now,” she said. “I’ll be along soon.”


  The last promise she made to Alice. I"ll be along soon.


  ***


  Alice stood at the edge of the pool and touched the cross that hung at her throat and thought about her mother.


  Her mother had touched the necklace too, often, without thinking about it. Alice knew she sometimes hadn’t even been aware of doing it. It was what her mother did when she wanted to be reminded of God.


  Say your prayers, her mother had said, every time she’d kissed Alice good-night. And Alice had, though they hadn’t seemed to help. They didn’t stop the bombs from falling or keep the things that were taken away from leaving. They didn’t give anything back. Alice had sometimes stopped the whispered words before she’d finished, just to listen to the silence they left behind.


  In London, God lived in buildings, not pools of water. There were stone churches for Him everywhere and yet how easily they had toppled, their stones shattered as easily as a promise.


  Now she raised her hands and found the clasp at the back of her neck, releasing it. She curled her fingers around the necklace—it had no weight at all—and remembered what it had been like to have someone to tell her to say her prayers. To have arms wrapped around her, a kind face pressed against her own. Someone who smiled at her, who didn’t roll the word billet around on their tongue.


  With one jerking movement, she threw the necklace toward the pool. It made a brief glitter in the air and she pictured the dirty water sucking it in—gloop— but it didn’t. Her offering fell short. It landed on the banking at the edge of the pool and glinted softly from the grass.


  Alice stepped forward. It no longer felt as if she were quite alone, and she leaned toward it. How long were Jenny Greenteeth’s arms? Long, she imagined, with fingertips like hooks, ready to catch and pull.


  She imagined being held under the slimy surface, her face hidden among the weeds. How long would she feel it on her skin before she stopped being conscious of it? How long before she opened her mouth and tried to breathe the nasty stuff?


  A bubble rose to the surface with a soft glug and she watched a ripple spread, gradually subsiding amid the pondweed. Then the fronds moved, shifting as if something had stirred beneath, turning restless in the water.


  She caught her breath and stepped back. Maybe it wouldn’t matter. Jenny would surely find the necklace. Her offering would count after all.


  She forced herself to turn her back on the pool, telling herself that it wasn’t her mother she’d left at the water’s cold edge, just in time to see a small figure sneaking away between the trees.


  The next morning Alice was splashing her face in cold water from a ewer when she heard the mother calling Olive’s name. The tone wasn’t right, and in the next moment her door opened.


  “Is she in here with you?”


  Alice frowned, confused. “She’s with Betty. They share.”


  The door closed in her face and she heard footsteps on the narrow landing and raised voices. One of them was Betty’s. Then the child started to cry.


  Alice dressed and went downstairs to find everyone already in the kitchen, the father stomping in his boots, mud flaking from them to the clean flags. Alice knew, when the mother didn’t tell him not to, how worried she was. Only Olive wasn’t there and Alice felt her absence in the sharp looks that leaped around the room.


  “I’ll go and check the sheds,” the father said.


  The mother didn’t say anything about that either, twisting her hands in her apron as if shoving the words down deep. Betty wrapped her arms around her waist, and her mother looked down at the child’s head as if she didn’t know what she was doing there, alone, not half of a whole any longer.


  Alice ran to the corner and got her shoes. She half expected someone to stop her, but no one seemed to notice she was there at all. When the father went out, she followed and ran across the yard. She already knew where Olive would be.


  She made her way across the field, surrounded by the long grass and its whispers. The air was cold on her face, but she didn’t mind. If she was cold and didn’t feel it, that would mean she was dead, after all, and that would be awful, like—


  An image flashed before her: Mrs. Beattie’s legs, swollen and mottled and transparent, blue veins pressing upward from beneath. She shook the thought away. She had almost reached the trees and didn’t feel alone any longer, and she swallowed, hard, before stepping out of the light, under their branches.


  Everything was green: the water, the stones, the shadows. She felt the underwater light on her skin like reaching fingers and she shuddered.


  Olive was there, floating on the surface like a rag doll cast aside. At first Alice thought her face was black, and then realized she was lying facedown, looking at—what? Her hair, darkened with water, fanned about her head. Her clothes looked heavy, tainted green, but somehow they hadn’t yet dragged her down.


  Alice didn’t scream, but Betty did. Alice hadn’t known the child had followed until she felt her arms flailing at her. Alice gasped at air that was too warm and heady with growth. She couldn’t move as Betty filled the air with her siren sound and then she forced herself to turn.


  The others were already running toward them along the path. Even the old dog lolloped by the side of its master, the teeth sharply white against its red mouth. When it came, though, it wouldn’t go near, staying quite motionless at the edge of the trees, only its nose twitching.


  Alice opened her mouth to cry out a warning but the father didn’t listen. He waded into the pool, his trespass sending loud splashes into the air, and he grabbed his daughter’s arm and pulled her from the water. He ended up kneeling on the banking, his arms around her limp form.


  Olive didn’t look as if the flesh had been sucked from her bones. Perhaps she hadn’t yet been softened enough. She looked as she had before, except that her face was slack. It was still her, though, just the same; only her eyes had changed.


  Olive stared at the sky. She couldn’t see anything any longer, Alice could tell. What had been her last sight? Perhaps she hadn’t seen anything at all—only felt long arms snaking around her, clasping an arm or an ankle before the world tilted. Or perhaps she had. Perhaps she alone knew what Jenny Greenteeth looked like.


  Olive’s mother knelt at her side, her mouth opening and closing, no sound coming out. Betty’s wails had stopped too.


  Alice stepped forward. Betty grabbed at her in a new panic but Alice pulled away and took another step toward the pool. She only wanted to see, and she did: the necklace she had left there, her mother’s gift, was gone.


  It wasn’t difficult to sneak out. Alice had feared she wouldn’t be able to, but the mother had taken to her room, her eyes wide and shocked-looking, as if she hadn’t known that people could die. When Alice slipped across the yard, Betty followed, running after her as if Alice were her sister and it was unthinkable she’d go anywhere alone.


  Alice took the little hand. Were they friends now? She supposed they were, and for a moment she wondered if that was what had come in exchange for the necklace. She shook her head.


  They climbed the stile and picked their way across the muddy field. Betty hadn’t asked where they were going and she didn’t say a word, though her grip tightened on Alice’s fingers as they drew closer to the trees. Alice could already smell the water, its cool, green sourness, and as its taint reached her she thought she heard something too: a soft voice, singing?


  She frowned. Betty had spoken of this once, but Betty was only little. She’d probably mistaken the breeze soughing in the branches for the soft lilt of music, like someone humming through a mouth full of water.


  She slowed her steps, as did Betty, who pulled back on her arm. Alice dragged her along the last few paces. Stepping beneath the trees it was cooler at once, as if they were being immersed.


  Alice kept her gaze on the ground, though she heard a soft splashing, as of the surface being disturbed—a fish, she told herself as her heart began to beat faster, though surely no fish lived in such a pool—then came the muted sound of water dripping onto stones sheathed in moss.


  When she looked up there was a figure standing under the trees, its form like their branches, dull under the shadows. Was that hair twined about its shoulders? Were those fingers, bent like twigs, and a little plaited bracelet wound about the bone? Were those eyes gleaming from amid the moss?


  They blinked and fixed on Betty; eyes that were the color of mud.


  Alice opened her mouth but no sound came out. She realized she had let go of Betty’s hand and she reached for her with fingers that grasped like claws but closed on nothing. A movement at her side followed by the rustle of long grass told her that Betty was already running away.


  It was better to be alone. She had made her offering. The pact was between the two of them.


  I"ll be along soon.


  And she realized that the figure waiting for her wasn’t as it had first seemed. It wasn’t Olive, wasn’t even pretending to be her any longer.


  Alice opened her mouth again, meaning to say all that she needed to say, everything that was inside her. It was too much to encapsulate: the touch of her mother’s hand on her hair; the shine in her eyes when she looked at her daughter. All of those things that were tiny and yet everything and wordless. All she had desired. The things she had asked for when she offered up the most precious possession she had, leaving it at the edge of the pool.


  If you give her summat, ‘appen she’ll give summat back to you. Summat you lost. Summat you want.


  The spirit of the pool was taller than Olive would ever be. Her hair was dark, curling now over her shoulders, water running from it as Alice watched. Her eyes were no longer mud-colored. And her face—


  But Alice knew what her face looked like. Still, she was thin; so very thin.


  She reached out with one long arm, long fingers, and beckoned.


  Alice imagined what it would be like to have that arm around her and she shivered. She imagined being embraced, not in the warmth of her mother’s kitchen, but in the cold pool. Is that what her mother would have wanted for her? Perhaps it was only as Olive had said: Jenny Greenteeth was a wicked creature with no face of her own, none she hadn’t borrowed from whatever she could scavenge: A touch. A corpse. A golden necklace.


  She thought of the offering she had made. Not just a thing, an object treasured and thrown away, but the love she had wrapped around it. The longing for her mother—and something else: the awful wish she had buried beneath the one she had worded in her mind.


  She closed her eyes and saw not her mother’s face, but her father’s. The cold way he’d stared out of the window. The way he had become something she couldn’t name, just under the surface of himself; some new creature lurking beneath his arms, his legs, his face.


  And she knew what it was she had truly asked of Jenny Greenteeth, besides the need to see her mother once more; the way she had begged her to make it possible that Alice would never have to go home again.


  JETTY SARA


  GLEN HIRSHBERG


  Safe and warm inside the Brother J diner, hands around coffee mugs or tomato juices and mouths full of crab scramble, we watch the rain chase Li down the street. It’s yipping at his heels, leaping on his back, and he’s shuddering like a sheep hound by the time he flings open the door and staggers inside.


  “Shut that, shut that!” Lulubelle shouts from her corner table, for form’s sake since she’s around behind the fireplace, and not one drop of wet is reaching her this morning. Dutifully, the rest of us take up the cry, and Li swings his head toward us, which sets a wave of water plunging off his hood down his face. He gives the whole room his snarl. Then he slams the door.


  But he’s Li, and by now he’s grinning through his personal downpour. “How about we open the windows, get some air in?”


  He takes one of the last available seats. It’s too near the door, but most of us are already here as usual when the storms roll in, so it’s not likely he’ll suffer much. His crab scramble and honey-toast side have beat him to his spot. He flops into his chair, does his sheep hound shiver, but he doesn’t even get coffee in his mouth before Fresnel Tom snaps out of his slouch at the far end of the room as though someone has clicked him on. He stares back down the street the way Li came, toward all our tiny houses.


  “Ah, shit,” he says. “She’s out.”


  All around the Brother J, forks fill with crab scramble, fly up toward faces. Cram in. We know what’s coming.


  “Who?” Li says, mid-chew. Again, for form’s sake. Also because he just got here, wants at least to get warm.


  “God damn,” says Fresnel Tom.


  “I thought she moved,” Brother J calls from behind the counter. But he’s coming out into the room, already heading toward the coat rack.


  “Why would you think that?” Lulubelle snaps. “Only one way that chica’s leaving Swope City.”


  “The wet one,” murmurs Old Ellis, and Lulubelle swats him hard as he stands.


  “Shut up.”


  “You shut up,” he snaps back. But he stands, too.


  Then we’re all at the window. The rain’s crashing down so fat and hard, we don’t see her at first (except Fresnel Tom, obviously, he’s already seen her). It’s also pre-dawn dark at eleven in the morning, so mostly what we see is our own faces. Cluster of fishermen and ex-fishermen and fishermen’s widows and widowers, floating there in the glass as though underwater. That’s not a thought any of us likes, not around here, and then Fresnel Tom points, and Old Ellis (who isn’t older than the rest of us, just looks it) sighs.


  “Shit. Yep.”


  She’s so thin, even with that flappy black rain shell whipping around her, she looks like some sort of torn-loose sapling tumbling on the gusts. Except she’s tumbling into them. Her hair is still the same color as that jacket, oil-slick black only without any swirls of color where light catches. Her skin—what we can see of it between spits of rain, flying hair—isn’t exactly pallid, isn’t any color, really. The color of sidewalk. A surface you walk on.


  “Pobre chica,” Lulubelle murmurs.


  “Pathetic bitch,” says Li. Even though it’s his fault she’s out there. He’s the one who told her the story.


  No one swats him. No one argues. Twelve years since the sea did this whole town a solid, sucked her John and his whole monstrous crew off our streets and out of our lives, but everyone here still has memories. Probably, everyone has some they haven’t even shared.


  “Well, come on,” says Brother J, flipping up his hood.


  “You come on,” says Old Ellis. Again, for form’s sake. He’s already zipping in. We all are.


  We wait a few seconds longer, until she’s well past, halfway down the hill to the beach. Not that she’ll see us or care if she does. Pobre chica on a mission, that’s our Sara. Li’s coat is still dripping so hard, it’s like he’s got a personal rainstorm right on top of him. It makes Fresnel Tom and Lulubelle laugh.


  “Hilarious,” says Li. He pulls the door open, and we’re out in it.


  The downpour has actually slackened some, but the wind’s up, and it shoves against us as we trail along toward the water. Reminds us of those days—that one horrible year—when they were among us, John and his crew. The shoves when they passed us constant, casual, like we were doors to throw open, cats to kick. Not people at all. Sources, at best, of supplies they might need. Of sons they could hook on whatever cut product they’d scored and couldn’t offload in Eureka or Medford. Daughters to use.


  “Yo-ho,” one of us, probably Old Ellis, murmurs, and the shudder whips through our whole group.


  If it’s a pirate’s life for you, you better be goddamn sure you’re a pirate.


  “Look at her,” says Li. He sounds regretful, apologetic, which is ridiculous. No one blames him. He was trying to help, same as we all have at one point or other. “Straight for the goddamn jetty.”


  That’s where she’s headed, all right. Across the beach, feet catching in strands of washed-up kelp and trailing them behind her, which makes her look like some skeletal black fish wriggling free of a net. Her hair whips and flaps.


  “Move it,” says Lulubelle, but we’re already picking up the pace. From the top of the hill at the edge of town, all you can see is harbor, but even that’s shuddering today, the boats tilting and turning on their tie-ropes, banging against their berths or the dock like bells being rung.


  Of course, you can barely hear them over the ocean. Halfway down the hill we see the sea, and then we move even faster.


  “Come back, Sara!” Li bellows abruptly, his voice boomeranging right around in his face. There’s no way she could hear him, not over all that roaring and smacking and splashing. Even if she could, there’s no way she would listen.


  By the time we’ve hit the beach, she’s up on the jetty, head down, marching straight through that gauntlet of state-generated WARNING: TSUNAMI ZONE signs, then the homemade ones we put up, partly for tourists, mostly for her. The one with the stick figures tumbling into a heaving abyss over the words TSUNAMIS. SERIOUSLY. The one we had painted right onto metal of the wreckage of this harbor in January of ’64.


  Surprisingly, just as we reach the edge of the water and take up post in the lee of our ridiculous Swope City Light, Sara half-turns our way. We get a good look at her sidewalk-skin face. With a jolt that hits us all together—a wave crashing in—we remember what she looked like, then. Right before John and his crew came. While they were there, too, if we’re honest. Just as thin. But majestic, somehow. Grown into herself, lean and wild.


  She’s gone all beaky, now, like some wounded sea bird abandoned by the flock. Skimming the beach to scavenge leavings.


  She isn’t looking at or responding to us, needless to say. She’s seen something in the water. Thinks she has. Stops a second, starts to crouch.


  “Ah, fuck,” says Fresnel Tom.


  Old Ellis shivers. Then we’re all doing it. We watch, shivering, until she straightens. For one magical second, she looks like she’s coming back this way. Then she glances up into the rain, raises both arms, and flips us the bird.


  Birds.


  Spinning away, she launches again down that spit of rock and pavement. Our imaginary divide between Swope City and open ocean, that we still catch ourselves imagining keeps us safe. Time after time, in spite of everything. Spray flies up around her with every step, as though she’s causing it. Like a little girl, puddle jumping. Pretty soon, from where we stand, it’s hard to see jetty at all. She looks like she’s walking on water. Hiking straight out to sea.


  We’re not close enough, now, and we know it. If the worst comes— wave, sure, but more likely, her deciding just to go ahead and jump, fling herself into the arms of the man she seems utterly sure is waiting for her just below the surface—we’ll never reach her in time. We should go out there with her. At least a few of us are pretty clearly going to have to, today.


  At least the rain has thinned. Even the wind is sputtering, spitting gusts but no longer hurling itself in our faces. The ocean’s still slamming around out there, but it’s gone a lighter gray, looks more like it does when it lets people near or on it. Frisky, like.


  “I’ll go,” says Brother J.


  “Me, too,” says Li. But neither of them moves yet. Sara’s stayed standing instead of kneeling out there on her jetty, and she’s not moving much. Again, there’s something birdlike about her. Like a hovering gull, holding its place in the currents of air.


  “Oh, goddamn it,” says Fresnel Tom, but not about Sara, and he steps off the sand to the side of the jetty and splashes through the shore water toward the lighthouse.


  We call it a lighthouse. I guess it is. It’s still hard to believe it ever really worked. It’s tall enough, I suppose, a good twenty feet high, and it has withstood more than its share of weather. But the land it is slowly sinking into was never a raised point, is blocked from sight of most open water by the curve of the coast, and isn’t even accessible when the tide’s up and the water completely covers the narrow, sandy spit connecting it to the beach. Tom’s been working on it for years, scraping decades-deep coatings of bird shit off the sides and getting new glass made for the windows and seeing to the machinery. Even so, it looks mostly like a model lighthouse that washed up here from somewhere. Cracked concrete, a rusted metal door that Tom keeps boring new bolts into, and which the ocean keeps pushing open and rushing through. Leaning Tower of Lighthouse.


  Reaching the door, Tom stares down at the water gushing over his feet and inside, laying on yet another layer of damp upon damp. He bangs the door with his fist, and it rings.


  “Oh, hon,” says Lulubelle. Not about Tom, we know, and we all swing together, again, toward the jetty.


  Sara’s still not kneeling. Not yet. But she’s all leaned over, staring down as the splash hurls itself up the stones, over her boots. She has her hands out straight, and her mouth has started moving. If you didn’t know better, had never stood near enough when she gets like this, you could mistake what she’s doing for conjuring. What she’s really up to is worse, of course. Breaks your heart, every time.


  She’s cooing.


  Brother J makes a clucking noise. Part sympathy, part disbelief. “It’s like she really believes it, you know?”


  “It’s not like that at all,” murmurs Li. Then says it again, louder, because it’s hard to make him out over the whapping water, and he wants us to hear his regret. “She does.”


  Right on cue, down she drops. Her hands, at least for now, are back in the pockets of her windbreaker, but they won’t stay there. She’s not leaning yet, anyway. Then she is.


  There’s no way we can see her face. Too much spray flying around, like the world’s being painted into being—or chipped out of being— right in front of us. But every single one of us knows she’s smiling.


  It’s our oldest city tale, the one we’ve all not just heard but told. Practically our motto. In high summer, on the right night, with the Brother J humming and the midnight crab-scrambles flying, some caught-up tourist or other will ask the right question of the right person, and just like that, we’ll be reciting. Faces in the waves. The way, in storms, the water sometimes gives you glimpses of people it has taken from you. Their visages so solid, so precisely as you best remember them, that you expect them to open their watery mouths and gurgle hello. This is what passes, when you live by the grace of the ocean, for mercy.


  On the jetty, amid the rioting spray, our Sara stretches out her hands.


  It’s not raining anymore. For whatever difference that makes. There’s so much wet flying around in the air, it’s a wonder we can breathe it. Another old Swope City tale. Half-gilled, we are.


  “Like she’s begging him to take her,” Lulubelle murmurs, something very near a catch in her voice. Or else simple wind-borne wetness. We’re watching hard, now. When she leans forward even a little more—which she will, any second—we’re going to have to move. Make sure we’re closer.


  “If it were really him,” says Old Ellis, “he fucking would. Not for love. For sheer meanness.”


  “If it were him,” says Brother J, “he wouldn’t stop at her.”


  For no reason we can see, Sara glances back in our direction. Stares hard. Seems to, anyway. We all feel it.


  “Maybe she’s telling him to go ahead.”


  It takes longer than usual, today. She’s got her hands out, and we’re pretty sure her mouth’s still moving. But she’s just crouched there, and the spray riots around her for so long that she almost melts into the landscape. Jetty, leaning lighthouse, ship-masts in the harbor, cloud mass, darker cloud mass. And our Sara. Beacon, buoy. Something on which to focus, so you can watch the world roll.


  Every single one of us—Tom, too, from up in his beloved light—is watching. Looking right at her. Mesmerized, in the way looking at that ocean does that to you. A miraculous, cleansing sensation on the right day. Transcendental. A reason to stay.


  And yet, somehow, not a single one of us sees. How is that possible?


  We see her, okay. Don’t process, but we all see. Her reared back, not leaning forward. Arms straight out in front, palms forward. Not defensive, but not reaching, either. Words fly from her mouth like whitewater. Hang in the air.


  It should be terrifying. The fact that we can hear her.


  We’ve had it wrong, we all think together, as one thought, one thing thinking, not a bunch of town nobodies living our separate grieving, peaceful, nobody lives.


  Then Li says, “Oh.”


  Even then, it takes us a second we do not have to understand. To make sense of the fact that we aren’t collectively imagining what our Sara is saying, but really hearing it. Because the wind hasn’t just dwindled; it has dropped off the face of the world. The sea hasn’t just ceased slapping and slamming but vanished. Literally is not there. The boats in the harbor clunk as they drop down on rocks and sand that moments ago were bottom. The jetty looms, suddenly towering, like the top of a just-risen island, brand new and streaming. There’s a moment of blissful silence like no one in Swope City has experienced, ever, during one second of our lives on this Earth.


  Finally, one of us screams, “Run!” Not just at Sara but all of us. By this point, we’re already running. Obviously. As if running could make any possible difference now.


  At some level, we really are one entity, at least in this instant. No one makes any decision. Certainly, no one calls out commands. But there we all are, lunging instinctively across the exposed sand toward the lighthouse. Tom is up top, watching us, not the sea—the not-sea, absence of sea—and screaming. We’re all screaming, just not words.


  Except Sara. She’s screaming words.


  The silence gets swallowed. That’s the best I can do to describe it. It doesn’t erupt or shatter. It’s simply subsumed. As we tumble, screaming, through the lighthouse door, swing together to paw and shove at it in a desperate attempt to get it shut (as if shutting that door is going to matter), Lulubelle stops just long enough to glance outward. To see.


  “So many faces,” she whispers. Except she can’t possibly be whispering, because we couldn’t possibly hear her.


  The rest of us never see. We just somehow sense it roaring in. Less trampling the world than rolling it up, sucking it into itself. It’s not a wave, that’s a ridiculous word for it. It’s not a wall, either. It’s the world folding over, slamming itself shut. Some of us are up the stairs with Tom, some of us still on the stairs when it hits.


  After that, for who knows how long—probably not very long, not in time as we have charted it up until then, before realizing that time is as fragile and mutable and imaginary as everything else we have ever collectively decided equals living—there is no sound but roar. No thought, no sensation, not even panic. We are all tumbled together, twisted around each other, but we’re not even aware of our own bones and bodies, let alone anyone else’s. Not only are there no words, there’s no reason for words. Nothing to communicate.


  Just nothing.


  From outside, Old Ellis will say later, it must have looked almost funny. Miraculous, sure, but also ridiculous. Almost as absurd as being awake and alive at all.


  Somehow, our lighthouse keels slowly, slowly, all the way over. Like a giant’s hand lowering us to the ground. Leaving us lying there twisted together, soaked and floating, banged and bruised. Barely really rumpled at all. It takes a while to figure out which way is up—meaning out— and then disentangle, crawl toward the gaping spaces where the lens windows had been and into the open air and reeking wet. Which is already receding.


  The Swope City Miracle. None of us named it that in the moment. Somehow, that was already what this was. The biggest tsunami ever to hit this coast. Pouring all the way up our hill and out the other side of town. Flooding buildings, knocking down road signs.


  Killing no one. Not one person.


  Except Sara. Obviously.


  Every single night we gather at the Brother J, since then—among tourists, all together, alone, whatever—we raise our tomato juices to her. We’re not exactly toasting. Not apologizing. Not even memorializing. Just acknowledging.


  We’ve never talked about what we saw, what we heard. There’s no need. We’ve figured it out on our own. Sara on her knees on her jetty. Her hands outstretched like that. Not as though reaching for her lover. More soothing a big cat. Stroking its humped-up fur.


  Telling it no. No, babe, no.


  Let them go.


  THE SEQUENCE


  BRIAN EVENSON


  When she was young, Sidra and her twin sister used to play a game. They used to play lots of games, but this was, so far as Sidra could remember, the only game they were careful about, the only one they never played somewhere where adults would see. Except, of course, their grandfather: because of his condition they felt it did not really matter if he could see them. Though later, they, or at least Sidra, came to feel differently.


  It was Sidra’s twin who started it: Sidra never would have thought up the game on her own. At the time, she was not sure exactly how Selene had come up with it. Later, she thought perhaps her twin hadn’t thought it up on her own after all. Perhaps something had whispered the rules of the game in her ear, and though she had not consciously heard them, she had still taken them in. Perhaps her twin had felt she was making up a game from scratch when, in fact, she had been tricked into playing it all along.


  The game began something like this. Sidra was gathering buttercups into a heap and Selene was stirring an anthill slowly with a stick, when suddenly Selene stood up and said, “Do you want to play a game?”


  This confused Sidra a little. “But we’re already playing games,” she said.


  Selene made a little disgusted noise and brushed the hair out of her eyes. She was sweaty and dirty, but so was Sidra. Each of them was always just as sweaty and dirty as the other. That was, Sidra felt, part of being a twin.


  “This isn’t really a game,” Selene said. She gestured at the stick poking out of the anthill, a stream now with confused ants. Then she gestured at the pile of wilted buttercups. “That isn’t either.” Ants had made their way into the flowers as well, Sidra saw, and were swarming all over them. “These are the kinds of things people do when they can’t think of a game.”


  Sidra shrugged. “Okay. What do you want to play?”


  Selene stretched out her hand. “Come on,” she said. “I’ll show you.”


  Her twin led her away from the anthill and the buttercups and across the lawn to where their grandfather’s wheelchair was. He sat in it slightly slouched, a parasol wired to the wheelchair’s frame and unfurled above him. He was dressed to go out—their mother always dressed him like that, even though she never took him anywhere. The only thing she did was roll him out of the house and park him in the yard. She would check on him every hour or two, charging the girls with letting her know if anything went wrong in the meantime.


  “Hi, Grandpa,” said Selene to him, and Sidra echoed, “Hi, Grandpa.”


  He didn’t respond, or hardly did. Behind his greasy-lensed glasses he blinked. That was all he could ever manage. He had been paralyzed for as long as Sidra had been alive. She had asked her mother about it once, asked why he couldn’t move, and her mother had sighed. “Nobody knows why,” she said. One day her father had been walking and talking like normal and then, abruptly, he collapsed. He hadn’t moved since.


  “We’re going to play a game, Grandpa,” said Selene, and their grandfather blinked again. One blink. Probably means “yes” or “I understand,” thought Sidra. If it means anything at all. Maybe it means nothing.


  “Is Grandpa playing too?” asked Sidra.


  Selene shook her head. “He’s just the starting line,” she said. Then she turned to their grandfather. “No offense,” she told him.


  He blinked again.


  Selene looked at Sidra. “You need to do everything I do,” she told her. “Exactly as I do it, in the exact same way.”


  “Why?”


  “That’s the game,” said Selene. “Step where I step, exactly. Move like me too. It should be easy for you because we have the same size feet. If we weren’t twins probably only one of us could play.”


  This confused Sidra, but she just nodded.


  “All right then,” said Selene. Her face was creased, her gaze abstracted as if she was listening hard, trying to hear something far away. “Let’s begin.”


  Sidra’s twin moved forward until the toe of one foot was touching the rubber of the wheelchair’s wheel, her opposite hip knocking against her grandfather’s knees. She sidestepped, clapped once, and then stepped backward while sucking in a deep breath. All the while their grandfather was blinking, blinking, more rapidly than Sidra had ever seen him blink before. What did it mean?


  Her twin took another step, clapped, and then peered back over her shoulder, encouraging Sidra to repeat the pattern.


  Sidra did. She moved toward her grandfather until the toe of her shoe touched the wheel. That close to her grandfather, pressed against his leg, she could smell his body. She did not care for the sour smell of him. But despite that she concentrated on doing everything her twin had done, and doing it all exactly right. That was the game after all.


  “Good,” murmured Selene, and began another sequence. This time Sidra followed her closely, staying only a step or two behind, putting her foot into the impressions Selene’s feet pressed into the grass before they could disappear. And this time, with this new sequence, Sidra felt something had begun to change. Not something she could see exactly, more something she could sense. The air seemed stiller than elsewhere on the lawn and the light was becoming different too. This scared Sidra a little, but since Selene kept moving forward Sidra did too. Sidra had been born second, and ever since she had always followed behind Selene.


  They turned right and took a few dozen steps, touching the toe of one step to the heel of the next, picking a quiet, gapless line across the lawn. There was their grandfather, to one side, a little way away now. It looked to Sidra as if a pane of dirty glass now lay between them and him, leaching him of color. And then Selene stepped sideways and suddenly the hum of insects, the soughing of the gentle breeze, the chirping of birds all vanished. Sidra couldn’t hear any of it anymore, couldn’t even hear her sister’s footsteps.


  In front of her she saw her sister clap her hands together in the air, but Sidra couldn’t hear that either. She could feel it, though, could almost see the soundless sound ripple out through the air toward her. She could see the air shiver, and for just a moment a transparent wall became vaguely visible beside her, and then the shiver stopped and the wall faded away, becoming invisible again. Or nearly so: perhaps that was what was making their grandfather seem drained of color. The house too had faded, felt less present, less real.


  Suddenly Sidra began to be afraid of where her sister was taking her. I don’t like this game, she said, I want to go home. But no sound came out of her mouth, none at least that she could hear. Only that same ripple through the air, a brief coalescing into being of that translucent wall beside her.


  But her sister felt it. She turned her head to face Sidra, her finger pressed hard to her lips. Because the game demanded she do what her sister did, Sidra turned her head too and pressed her own finger to her own lips, even though she was not sure that her sister had meant for her to repeat the gesture. She wanted to stop playing, but was afraid of what would happen if she did: Would everything that was drained of color stay that way? She could sense now parts of the world around her opening and other parts closing—but above all changing, folding in, tightening, in ways that made her feel they were being herded into a tighter and tighter chute. What, she worried, will be there to meet us at the other end?


  Her sister turned again, and smiled. Her skin was gray, her teeth gray, as if she were carved from stone. Sidra turned and smiled behind her too, and for just a moment thought she caught a glimpse of another fleeting face. But no, it was her imagination, an odd trick of the light, it had to be: there wasn’t, there couldn’t be, anyone following them.


  And then, as suddenly as it had begun, it ended. Another step and sound swelled back up around them and the colors returned. She and her twin were back on the lawn, not far from their grandfather, and everything was back to normal.


  “We got it wrong,” her sister told her. “We were close, almost there. I could feel it but you stepped wrong or I did or we both did, and then everything came crashing down.”


  “Almost where?” asked Sidra.


  Her sister chose not to answer. Perhaps she didn’t know the answer or perhaps she simply didn’t want to tell Sidra.


  “Where were we walking?” Sidra asked. “What was that place? Why did everything go gray? What happened to the sound?”


  “Nowhere,” said Selene.


  “Nowhere? Where’s that?”


  Her sister frowned. Sidra watched her search all around her with her eyes, looking for some way to explain it.


  “We were . . . between things,” her sister finally offered. “At least I think so.”


  “Between what things?”


  “I don’t know how to explain,” said Selene. “I’m still figuring it out.” And so they stopped talking about it.


  If it had been up to Sidra, they wouldn’t have played again, but her twin insisted. Even then, she made it clear that Sidra didn’t have to play, that Selene could do it without her. She didn’t need her—she could do it all by herself. Which made Sidra feel like Selene was threatening to take something away from her. Indeed, everything her sister said, she realized later, was carefully constructed to ensure that Sidra would play the game again after all.


  As soon as they entered their grandfather’s field of vision he began rapidly, desperately blinking. They ignored this, and simply began to execute the sequences of the game again.


  But this time, nothing happened. They were just two girls playing a made-up game, walking in strange made-up patterns across the lawn. There was no leaching of color, no graying of bodies, no absence of sound.


  “You stepped wrong,” Selene accused.


  Sidra shook her head. “I did everything you did.”


  They traced the path backward, taking the sequence apart, but Selene couldn’t figure out where they’d gone wrong. “We’ll do it better tomorrow,” she finally said.


  In the middle of the night, Sidra awoke. Her sister, in the bunk above her, was moaning, shaking. It seemed like she was saying words that were not words—at least not words from a language that Sidra could recognize. It was an awful sound and Sidra could not bear it.


  She climbed the ladder until she could see over the edge and into the top bunk. There was her sister, a blanket all contorted around her. Sidra shook her until she woke up.


  “What is it?” her twin asked.


  “You were having a nightmare,” said Sidra, “and it was starting to leak out of your mouth.”


  Selene was silent for a while. “Yes,” she finally said slowly, “I suppose that’s true. A dream anyway.”


  Standing on the ladder, holding to the side rails, Sidra waited for Selene to go on. But she did not.


  “Do you want to tell me about it?” prompted Sidra.


  “No,” said Selene. “No, I don’t think I do.” She was quiet for a while, and then finally said, “It was just a dream.”


  The next time they played the game they must have somehow gotten the sequence right, because it began to happen again. There came, as she focused on following her sister’s steps, a moment where Sidra began to pass into a different relation to the world. There was the fading of the colors of the world as she knew it, and then, without warning, the snuffing out of all sound, the rippling in the air as Selene clapped her hands, the barest hint of that translucent wall. Sidra reached out and touched the wall and felt it, or felt something anyway, for just a moment before the rippling of the air calmed and the wall was gone, her hand sliding right through.


  Ahead of her, her twin hesitated, trying to decide where to go. What was the right next step in the sequence? Selene lifted her foot tentatively, and then set it down again in exactly the same spot. Then, a little more confidently, she repeated this gesture, and then did it a third time.


  When she brought her gray foot down to rest again on the now gray grass this third time, the air tore open just beside her. Selene stared into the sudden, impossible opening, then stepped up to it and waited just outside it for Sidra.


  Sidra, amazed, quickly moved to the place Selene had left, stomped her own foot thrice, and then joined her sister. Together they went through.


  On the other side lay a world that looked exactly like their own world, except that it was a sickly gray. There was their house, their lawn. There was their grandfather, sitting as always in his wheelchair. The only thing different was that standing directly behind their grandfather was a man. When he turned and faced them, Sidra realized with a start that he looked exactly like their grandfather.


  This other grandfather seemed astonished to see them. He opened his mouth and called out to them in a voice that couldn’t be heard and they saw the air rippling out from him. And then, moving rapidly, he started toward them.


  For once Sidra acted rather than following her sister’s lead. Before the other grandfather could reach them, she grabbed her sister’s arm and yanked her back through the tear.


  Almost immediately they were back in the normal world, breathing hard, fallen in a heap on the ground.


  “Why did you do that?” asked her sister. She was very angry; Sidra could hear it in her voice.


  “I was saving us,” said Sidra.


  “Saving us? But we’d finally arrived!”


  ***


  Once Sidra refused to play the game anymore, Selene tried to play on her own. Sidra watched, sitting on the grass, her knees drawn up and her arms locked around them, as Selene engaged in her careful, slow, trancelike movement across the lawn. But Selene never disappeared, never turned gray. Without Sidra, the game wasn’t working.


  Selene, stubborn, kept trying. Once—so it seemed to Sidra from where she was sitting—there was the shimmer of something nearly happening. But that time too her twin did not manage to step out of the world and into a place between things.


  Her sister tried for all of three days, then for the morning of another, before finally collapsing beside Sidra. She was, Sidra saw, sweaty and dirty—much sweatier and dirtier than Sidra was, which had really never happened before. It was as if one of the conditions of their twin-ship had been violated, but Sidra couldn’t say if Selene had betrayed it or if she had.


  “What do I have to give you?” asked Selene, flopped there beside her.


  “For what?” asked Sidra, though she already knew the answer. And Selene, knowing her well enough to know this, said nothing, just stared.


  “I don’t want to play,” said Sidra.


  “It’s a whole other world,” said Selene. “How can you not want to? Aren’t you curious?”


  “I’m happy with just this world,” said Sidra.


  And then Selene, never raising her voice, never looking directly at her sister, began to slowly and relentlessly lay out all the reasons why Sidra must play the game again. Didn’t she love her sister? Didn’t she want Selene to be happy? Well, yes, of course Sidra wanted her sister to be happy, but hadn’t Selene felt how awful that man who looked like their grandfather was? No, claimed Selene, she hadn’t. It had felt strange, sure, to have two of the same grandfather, but that was all—it felt strange, but not awful, not like a threat.


  But to Sidra it had felt like a threat. “What is it?” she asked. “And why has it taken the shape of our grandfather?”


  “It is him,” Selene insisted. “It’s all the parts of him that have slipped out of his body somehow. That’s why he can’t move, can’t speak.”


  Sidra thought about this. Perhaps this was true, but even if it was, something still nagged at her.


  “How do you know?”


  “I’m just guessing,” claimed Selene.


  “No, it was more than guessing,” said Sidra. “We’re twins. I can tell when you’re lying. How did you know?”


  Selene wouldn’t meet her gaze. “I just know,” she said.


  “You’re not telling me the truth,” said Sidra. “You’re hiding something.”


  Selene looked at their grandfather. She looked at the house. She looked at everything except for Sidra.


  And then, finally, she did look at Sidra. “I dreamed it,” she said.


  There was more to it, more discussion, more back and forth, but it hardly mattered—it was just a kind of ritual they went through, another game the twins played. Sidra could not resist Selene. She knew she couldn’t: she never had. It just wasn’t in her nature. In the end, she knew, she would do what her twin wanted, even if she was sure it was a bad idea. That too, she told herself, was part of what it meant to be a twin.


  They began at the starting line, at their grandfather. But now that she had seen the second grandfather it felt like there was a reason for starting just there, standing touching the real grandfather. And what had before seemed a game that her sister had made up but that somehow still worked now seemed to Sidra like something that had been whispered to her in a dream. It was a mistake to listen to someone or something that came to you in a dream.


  But there was no reasoning with her twin. Sidra knew that. Selene was used to getting her way. Better, then, to just get it over with, to let whatever bad was going to happen happen so that, if they survived it, they could get on with their lives.


  Her sister stepped just as she had the first time, and Sidra followed. Almost immediately, Sidra felt as if someone was watching them. Any time the sequence instructed her to turn around, she would catch the briefest glimpse of a face in the air behind. Her heart began to beat too fast and too hard, as if threatening to break the bones of her chest, but somehow she kept walking, kept imitating her sister.


  Ahead of her, Selene clapped, and Sidra clapped a moment later as well, neither clap making the slightest sound. Suddenly, she couldn’t hear even her own breathing or the beating of blood in her ears. Every noise within her body had been snuffed out. And there, just ahead, her gray sister raised her foot and brought it down, raised it and brought it down, raised it and brought it down, until the air to one side of her tore open. Selene stepped to the very edge of the tear and turned toward Sidra, smiling, triumphant, waiting for her to catch up. Sidra moved forward and, just like her sister, lifted her foot and brought it down. She repeated the gesture a second time, flawlessly. But before she could manage a third, she looked up and saw what was there behind Selene.


  It was not that what she saw was unexpected; it was more that it was all too expected. It was the same face, she realized now, that she had glimpsed vaguely behind her as they had traveled between things. It was the face of her grandfather, grayed but animated, expressive rather than slack, and in this case expressing the same sort of triumph that Selene had shown when the air had torn open. As Sidra watched, his arms flashed out through the opening and wrapped around her twin and pulled her through. An expression of terror flooded Selene’s face, and she must have screamed too—her face looked like she was screaming even though no sound came out. And then she was gone.


  Sidra leaped after her—of course she did: this was her sister! But she hadn’t finished the final sequence and so everything fell apart. She found herself sprawling on green grass, back in her own world.


  But everything was okay: Selene was there too, lying on the ground beside her, staring up at the sky. Sidra got to her knees and extended her hand to Selene to help her sit up, but Selene ignored the hand. In fact, Selene did almost nothing at all. She just blinked, blinked, blinked, blinked, blinked.


  Her mother came, a doctor was called, specialists appeared. Just as with her grandfather, nobody could quite say what had happened to Selene or why, and Sidra’s panicked, tear-stricken explanation was seen to be the delirious imaginings of a child. They did tests on Selene, tests on the grandfather as well, but none of it told anybody anything.


  The specialists tried to communicate with both of them, one blink for yes, two for no, but although both gave responses that seemed at first lucid, they quickly decayed into incoherence. They’re both there and not, one specialist said, a statement that struck Sidra as being close to the truth, though perhaps not in the way they realized.


  The tests continued several weeks. During that time, every day Sidra attempted to play the game, hoping to find her sister again. At first it didn’t work and she worried she could not do it without her sister to guide her. But then, finally, one day it did work, but though the gray version of her house and lawn was present, nobody was there. The world seemed deserted. She wandered through the gray yard a little, made her way into the empty gray house, then went back through the tear, fell back onto the green lawn. Later she realized she hadn’t seen anyone because her sister and grandfather were both absent, away doing their tests, her parents gone with them. She would have tried again once her sister and grandfather were home, but before she could, a decision was reached: out of an abundance of caution Sidra must be separated from her twin and their grandfather, just in case whatever it was that had afflicted them was contagious.


  Sidra was sent to a boarding school. “Just for a few months,” her father told her. “Just until we have a better handle on what’s going on and know it’s not contagious.” She tried to tell them it wasn’t, that that wasn’t remotely what had happened to her sister, but as they had been doing with her all along, they ignored her. She was a child: What did she know?


  That first night away from home, that first night in her new room, she dreamed a dream. In the dream at first all she could see was her sister’s mouth. Her sister was speaking but her lips did not move, and the sound of her voice was so soft Sidra could hardly hear her. Was Selene trying to tell Sidra that she was all right, to reassure her? No, not that exactly: she was saying she missed her, that she wanted to see her again, that she wanted to be with her again. Twins belong together, Selene said—only said wasn’t quite the word. It was more that the words appeared hazily in her mind. Sidra could see how if she didn’t know what was happening she might believe she was thinking it herself rather than being told it by something that had crawled its way into her dream.


  In the dream, once she thought this, she recoiled from her sister’s mouth. She drew back and, as she did, saw more and more of her sister’s face, the skin slack and seemingly lifeless, the eyes blinking rapidly. And then she pulled away farther and saw the gray being that both was and wasn’t her sister, standing behind her sister, hands lightly resting on her shoulders. It was these gray lips that the words were coming from, though now that she could see the lips she understood that they were not making sounds, only making the air shiver. But for her sleeping mind, that was enough that she could understand.


  And then she recoiled farther still and saw, seated beside her sister, her grandfather, and, behind him, his gray other self. He was speaking too, no sound coming out. But if she focused very hard, she could feel words begin to form in her mind.


  Come play with us, the words prodded. We love you and we want you. And then there came the sequences she would have to follow to play the game that would allow her to join them.


  Below this gray man, her real grandfather was blinking rapidly, desperately. Beside him, so was her real sister.


  The other grandfather kept speaking with his gray, gray mouth. The gray sister, however, just smiled. She knew Sidra well enough to know that in the end she would give in. She knew that Sidra could never resist her twin, no matter what form she was in or how gray her flesh was, that at this game she had already lost. All they would have to do was wait.


  CAVING


  DAVID J. SCHOW


  I told Mike to hold up a bit because the tunnel was getting narrower.


  Mike and I had caved off and on for about a year. We weren’t spelunkers or professionals, merely lackadaisical teenagers stuck in the boring-ass small town of your choice . . . with access to mountains and caverns. Call it Colorado, or Arizona. It didn’t matter where, any more than it mattered where my parents dumped me next. Our gear was all scrounged or home-made; this was a couple of decades back, when you couldn’t get boutique skatepunk kneepads or helmet cams or use your phone for a flashlight. I was the spawn of mobile parents, practically gypsies—I didn’t share the same growing-up class of kids from the time I was in third grade until I was almost free of high school. A new house, practically every year, but no home. My younger brother and I played whatever we were dealt. Mike and I were thrown together for the summer of 1972. If America continued fighting in southeast Asia much longer, we’d both have to start thinking serious thoughts about the draft.


  By then I’d be gone anyway, to some other home in some other town maddeningly like this one.


  We were hundreds of feet underground, worming through passages barely wider than our shoulders. Mike’s little brother Danny and my equivalent little brother Jack had accompanied us on the hill hike and the explorations of the first large cavern room, which was filled with litter and shellacked in graffiti, scabs upon scabs of paint. Pit fires had smoked the ceiling in here. We set off a few firecrackers to enjoy the acoustics. There were beer cans everywhere and we used them to see if we could make shrapnel. Young? Dumb? Not yet mutilated enough? Who, us?


  But Jack and Danny took one look at the first floor crevice and said uh-uh, no way. So Mike and I said fine, see ya when we get back, and left them with one of the canteens and a couple of flashlights. We had brought illumination par excellence—headlamps on elastic bands (no helmets), baton flashlights, a clip-on light each (for your pocket, for hands-free), and spare batteries for everything in one of the canvas pouches on my military surplus web belt.


  Like I said, Mike and I had been doing this—hanging around, burning up time, blowing off school, comparing notes on record albums, reading paperbacks, staying up too late, caving—for a year or so, and it was about time for our parents to split us up, move on, and relocate remotely enough to require us to be friends long-distance, and that never works when you’re an enervated teenager. My family, such as it fit that definition, had arrived in the latest backwater too late for me to be involved in the current school year. Mike lived half a block away and didn’t care all that much for the joys of the public educational system, which cut into his guitar practice, riding his tenspeed, or loafing around when there was nothing good on TV, which was most of the time.


  I am being circumspect about the location of the town, and the cave in which we were crawling. This is no accident.


  I often thought my father was in the Witness Protection Program, or on the lam from even more supernatural authoritarian forces, as one explanation for our frequent hauling of stakes. It wasn’t an Army brat deal. Decades later, a father myself, it dawned on me that my father had been doing his best to support a family he didn’t really ask for, and was often compelled to duck away from various bills in a dramatic yet expedient fashion. (Sometimes if you waited long enough on large expenses, the entities that held them blew up or got redistributed and there was an excellent chance of your bill getting lost in the corporate shuffle. Sometimes, even more magically, bills just went away. My father was heavily invested in magical thinking.)


  My mother was heavily invested in cocktails. Five p.m. sharp, without fail.


  Needless to say, young Jack and I had to improvise a lot of our own entertainment. Our parents usually left us alone until they remembered that a certain amount of time had to be wasted in playing parent. Then, big reset, do it all over again. It came and went like sea tides, their feigned interest, their obligatory concern.


  The cave started out as a crack in the hillside at the terminus of a forty-five-minute inclined hike, just far enough out of the way to deter picnickers and juveniles with no real verve for partying. Basic desert wasteland scruff with very few trees. It looked as though some giant had sunk his ax-blade into the rise and then abandoned the effort, leaving a gouge frosted with desiccated weeds that made the access resemble a shadow or trick of the light. You could miss it if you weren’t looking for it.


  Inside the crack, shale and sandstone debris sloped downward about twenty degrees into a well-trodden dirt arena about fifty or sixty feet in diameter, with random boulder outcrops, each made surreal by gallons of melted candle wax. The colors were muted; the wax was full of dust, but the display still held a mildly otherworldly air. A lot of spray paint had been invested in the walls, at least to head-height, although the overhang of the stone arch was thirty feet above our heads. The usual obscenities overlapped with boring regularity, but in one corner somebody had inscribed the words PRIMEVAL SLIME with soot. Lampblack, not paint. Without any evidence, we adjudged this to be the oldest graffito in the room, and perhaps a clue to bigger things waiting.


  Thus did the first chamber become the Primeval Slime Room, for our reference alone. At the northeast wall—ten o’clock from our entry position—we found the floor crevice.


  Now, bear in mind that we are not talking about picture-postcard vistas of high-desert beauty at sunset or the kind of tourist-attraction formations that would give National Geographic a great big honking Earth Day boner. This was more like Nature’s Recycling Dump—rough-scrabble rockfall and bluntly slabbed limestone of no particular pretty color. Some of the river caves had actual lava tubes, but nothing vivid enough to bother photographing.


  A whole lot of dirty rock. No beauty there . . . unless you had the eye to look for it.


  I got on my back and shoved my head and shoulders through the crevice after an initial recon. About three feet high and it seemed to go on, well, forever. Into pitch-blackness.


  That was when Jack and Denny vetoed further exploration, and after demeaning their never-to-be manhood, Mike and I reminded them this was not a democracy and left them to wait us out. So they putzed around in the larger cavern and set off a few more firecrackers, but with no real verve.


  Inside the crevice it was already thirty degrees cooler than the ninety-plus on the hillside we’d ascended. Holed-up or sleeping critters were a real possibility. Most animals will retreat if you let them, but I’d seen rattlesnakes strike in near-wintry conditions, especially if they felt cornered.


  It’s difficult to flinch away faster than a rattler, particularly if you are in cramped conditions with no room to rebound. Guess how I learned this.


  Mike and I both had fatigue jackets, also Army surplus, that could zip up and tie off (around the waist) and featured hoods that could unfurl as needed. I also had a bayonet that had seemed like an authentic piece of World War II crap until I sharpened it. No snap rings, expansion bolts, pitons, or climbing rope. No extra fifty pounds of gear we couldn’t afford anyway. Just Mike and me, free-caving. Improvising.


  Prone nightcrawling seemed to move us the quickest, a pantomime of knees and elbows, until the “ceiling” began to dip down in places, tight enough to obstruct passage. The vague light from the crevice behind us—along with the sounds of Jack and Danny farting around— gradually diminished.


  Cave acoustics are difficult to explain to anyone who has never been utterly surrounded by miles of solid rock, any more than you can tell people that the darkness inside a cave network is darker than any darkness they have ever experienced, with zero points of visual reference whatsoever. It is in effect total blindness, a completely blank, black slate. Sounds get weighed down with a metallic bounce—not a ring, not even really an echo, but more a close-quarter distortion caused by the imprisonment of both you and the air around you. Talk with your head inside a cardboard box to hear what I mean.


  We had plenty of lateral room, but the vertical was closing in on our progress.


  “There,” Mike said, swinging his baton flash past me. Pure white light, not yellow. We had been moving practically side by side for several minutes.


  Time works differently inside a cave, too, mostly due to the lack of visual markers. It’s probably the same on a space station, but at least they have portholes.


  This shit is not recommended for claustrophobes or anyone prone to anxiety attacks. Your panic will not impress the rock, not at all.


  Mike was looking toward a downward-sloping gouge about the size of a minimalist bathtub. “Feel how cool that is. I thought it was wet, but it’s not.”


  Written right above it in Magic Marker on the wall was FUCK YOU IF YOU GO IN HERE FUCKFACE.


  “Well,” I said. That was worse than a dare.


  “After you, Fuckface,” Mike said.


  Mike’s dad, unlike mine, was home all the time, dirt poor, on some kind of disability, and it had been suggested in a nonspecific fashion that he was mentally ill, which is the way of small towns like the burg in which we were currently incarcerated. His mother had decamped and divorced, but Mike and Danny lived with their father, which further suggested a nontoxic stewardship. My own dad was not in residence most of the time, working assorted gigs that paid enough to allow us to move and change houses and neighborhoods practically every year. (Sometimes, a logical explanation for this fiscal problem would dimly present itself in my adolescent brain, but I never mentioned the obvious to Mom.)


  “It opens up,” I reported rearward. “I think we can stand up in there.”


  The slide down was gravity-assisted and not too daunting to climb if we had to go back. Many times, if you crawled around in the dark long enough you would discover an alternate exit that would save you from having to retrace laborious steps. What we found at the bottom of the slide was a series of thin vertical walls like displays of curtains shoved haphazardly into a storage corner and confused together, forcing you to eel around the edges. Imagine your average maze, with twists and turns and dead ends and go-backs.


  We had been gone from the main room for about forty-five minutes.


  This seemed to be the end until Mike’s foot poked into a space near the floor that was not visible until fully lit. Two feet wide, max; hardly a foot tall.


  “After you, Fuckface,” I said.


  “There’s barely enough room for me to stand,” he reported. “But I think there’s like a blowhole or something up top. Lemme get up there. No room for you in here if I don’t. Come through headfirst or you won’t be able to stand, either.”


  I reversed position and immediately got a face-full of choking downfall.


  “Sorry,” Mike called down. “The walls are shit—they’re almost all dirt.”


  His boots were about four feet above me. The narrow tube into which I stood up was only a couple of inches wider than my shoulders, and the walls were, as advertised, not rock but packed dirt. You could trace your fingers down its length and watch it crumble apart.


  “Uhhh . . . not very stable, Mike, we could get buried ali”


  “I know, goddammit!” he overrode, sounding pissed off, but not at me. He was fighting handholds that were dissolving in his grasp . . . and raining down onto me.


  The dirtfall raised dust, and things began to get chokey.


  Mike wouldn’t quit, though. I already knew this. After some flailing and a lot of swearing, his feet counterblanced further up and he said, “Okay okay, I’m up, it’s solid, it’s a tunnel, and . . . euggh, it stinks like shit, but it’s a tunnel!”


  Five hilarious minutes later, I poked my own head up through the same access, with a steady belay from Mike’s grip, helping me up.


  The tunnel was about four feet high and roughly cylindrical. It seemed to vanish off into infinity in both directions. The “belly” of the tunnel was slimed with gelid liquefied crap like the floor of a sewer; it gleamed in our lights, indicating flow, like a pipe on low drip. The smell was unparalleled.


  The only way to traverse was on hands and knees.


  “Which way?”


  Up implied an exit—skyward. Except the vile-smelling runoff was coming from Up. Down implied deeper down, with a possible cavern spillout that might once again go Up. It was potluck either way and we were already coated with liquefied horror, as though we had been puked on by a T-Rex following a bowel-wrenching over-eat.


  The left-handed path was downward.


  Remember that in caving, every step taken is a step that will potentially have to be repeated, so we really should have gone Up. But the vague slope wouldn’t really help us against the lack of traction.


  Fifty or sixty yards later, we weren’t so sure. We had been gone two and a half hours, one-way. If discovered, we would get yelled at for abandoning our siblings. Pretty soon the sky outside would be shading down to civil twilight, and I didn’t want to thrash down the hill in the dark. Inside the caves it was different; the external world ceased to matter as much. Time flowed to an alternate clock here.


  “Hold up a bit,” I told him. “Tunnel’s getting narrower.”


  No passage is consistent unless it is hewn by tools, and caves were often huge puzzles composed of mismatching pieces.


  “Shh!” Mike came back. Then, hoarsely, he added, “Did you hear it?”


  I had. An echo of my own voice, very slight.


  We were over a hundred yards in and our backs and knees were beginning to cramp. Negotiating cavern passages is not as brisk as strolling down a corridor in a well-lit hospital. You must double-check every footfall, target your foot placement, and know how to shoot your lamps. The easiest thing in the world is bashing your head if you’re not careful, and like I said, we had come without helmets this time.


  Walk in the park.


  Twenty more yards, the vein began to relax, to unconstrict. Our lights revealed a huge, dark nothingness up ahead.


  “Kill the lamp,” said Mike. “In case there’s, y’know, bats.” Which would explain all the rich, fetid dung greasing the chute. When the bats took wing at dusk, this tunnel might be one of their exit routes . . . which meant that behind us, Up, would lead to a surface opening.


  We broke glow-sticks so as not to blunder off the edge of a sheer drop.


  We could hear distant, dripping water . . . some squeaking and rustling. Bats, for sure. By the sound, several thousand of them, snoozing on the ceiling far above. We could feel air pressing against our faces that teased a large chamber, but no way down. The tunnel literally terminated in a sheer drop-off. In big bat caves you can risk a peek by masking your flash with your fingers, but you have to be good at it.


  The floor was nearly fifty feet below, straight down, no slope.


  If you scare a lot of bats into forsaking their cave, you risk killing them because they’ll die if they can’t locate another daytime roost immediately. Despite the stench, we had nothing against bats. They were, frankly, fascinating creatures . . . and we were invading their home. You don’t want to disturb them with lights if you can avoid it, but we snuck a few peeks to get an idea of the length and breadth of the cavern, and it was pretty gigantic.


  Our path was clear. We’d reverse course and work our way back up the tunnel, hoping to be let out into the world via the same path the bats depended upon every night. If we knew a more efficient way in from above, we could revisit more easily.


  Except, my skin prickled.


  There was something right in front of me in the dark, which was impossible because the only thing in front of me was a fifty-foot drop to a stone floor covered in bat guano. But I felt the air displacement. I thought I saw something move against the black on black only illuminated by the glow-stick. Something touched my face, like the wing of a passing moth.


  And something said, “Who are you?”


  ***


  In the next few seconds, the following things happened:


  I may have blurted out a total-meltdown yell of terror while grizzlybearing my hands in front of me, almost windmilling. There was nothing and no one there because, as Mike and I both knew, it was empty space and a dead drop.


  I lost the grip on my baton flashlight and it plummeted. When it hit the rock floor, instead of shattering, it jolted on, dousing a great many bats on the ceiling with a spray of white light.


  There was nothing in front me.


  Hence I lost my balance. Slipped. Bye-bye forever.


  Mike grabbed my jacket from behind, dropping his own free light. The tussle made him slip in the batshit, and thieved his footing. We fell back onto our asses in the narrow, beslicked tunnel, Mike banging the back of his head against the lip of the rock wall. He lost his vision for a couple of heartbeats.


  And I was scrambling, a mad spasm of arms and legs, a spider on LSD, fighting insanely to get back back back and away away away . . .


  . . . from something that wasn’t there.


  The voice repeated in my head, Who are you? Over and over. Not mummy-dry or death rattle clogged. I had felt the warm, moist exhalation of the question on my face as soon as my ears tried to deny hearing it. The speaker had to have been less than a foot from my nose. My skin registered the vibration of that same question, sound waves skidding off my face, particularly in the newly sensitized patch of cheek that may or may not have felt the passage of a moth’s wing.


  Both of us were making incoherent animal noises.


  Then a great many of the disturbed bats took wing and began to fly toward the exit tunnel where Mike and I were still lolled together like groping drunks.


  Mike’s headlamp, still dark, smashed against the rock when he fell.


  Airborne bats were buffeting us on all sides, madly trying to get past the obstruction in their accustomed route. Like I said, they were harmless, but we were in no condition not to freak out completely. All we needed now was for a hidden boobytrap net to dump a load of aggravated rattlesnakes onto us.


  I kept making a howling caveman noise until Mike regained his senses and clamped his hand over my face in the dark, which nearly caused my heart to explode.


  Who are you?


  Some immeasurable time after that, we were slogging through the freshest and most abundant bat poop ever—PRIMEVAL SLIME, indeed— following the lead of smarter mammals than us. When we emerged to fresher air, it was nighttime. We tramped around in the dark with only two working lights left, trying to find our entry point. When we did, it turned out that our little brothers had hiked home without us.


  We were exhausted, but we didn’t laugh honestly enough to make it all just a hoot.


  You know how if a blade is thin enough, and sharp enough, you never feel the cut? Like those micro-edged X-Acto hobbyist knives, or a scalpel? I had two white parallel lines on my left cheek, about a quarter inch in length and an eighth of an inch apart. My old buddy Mike pointed them out, exactly where I thought I had felt the imaginary moth’s wing touch my face. They had reddened, but did not bleed. They formed a mark not dissimilar to that of an allergic reaction.


  I never went into a cave again. Brother Jack asked what had happened down there, and I told him a story that was mostly made up.


  Fewer than four months later my family relocated once more. New town, new house. Despite our blood-brother promises, I never heard from Mike after that, either.


  Today, if you wish to poke about in most cave systems in the United States, you have to decontaminate so the cave bats won’t be decimated by white-nose syndrome. You have to get licenses and permits and wear latex gloves.


  I grew up—supposedly—moved out, kept moving. Got a tech job, got married, had one son, got divorced, got remarried, fathered two more kids, both gone from the nest now. I loved them but honestly, none of them were intended. The rest of my unremarkable life became the usual stuff that happens when your dreams evaporate and paying bills becomes not only your responsibility, but your reason for continuing to exist at all. I had entered that phase where I frequently found myself up in the middle of the night, smoking in the kitchen, wondering what had become of that version of me who had been fiercely devoted to staying up past bedtime.


  Later, Marilyn, my wife, would give me hell for smoking, when I had quit. Every time, just like clockwork.


  Eldest son Michael (so named because I had never forgotten my caving buddy, who had assumed the status of #1 Lost Friend) had just pulled the big party popper and made me a grandfather. Past that dubious life-achievement, all anybody truly expected of me was to be pleasant, enjoy meals, and settle on a reliable death date. Younger son Ernest was still hacking away at making club gigs work for his band. Daughter Diora had just evacuated home for college. I tried to warn her off sociology and political science, but it did no good.


  New city, new (better) house, and no, I will not divulge where we landed. This omission, too, is no accident.


  But it was one of those places where many houses have actual cellars, or full-on basements, and we were in the midst of storm season. It had been raining and blowing like hell for two weeks. Flooding was common and sometimes the power dropped out.


  I’ve had those little white scars on my left cheek for most of my life, now. They never completely healed, or faded, or decided to join up with the rest of my skin. They are subtle, almost surgical, ridged by a micromillimeter. You can feel them but they don’t hurt and aren’t disfiguring. They’re just there.


  My cellar door is exactly what you are imagining it to be—it swings outward (into the kitchen), revealing far too much junk hanging on inadequate hooks on the obverse. I tore out the dicey wooden stairs about four years ago; they tended to swell and warp when wet and were always far too creaky. I put in more durable grated metal steps with twice the support. When you descend it makes a pleasing ptung-ptung-ptung sound.


  The basement covers the entire floor plan area of the house above it, which means an entire corner devoted to laundry, a whole wall of dedicated junk boxes that will probably never be opened again in my lifetime (but my goddamned souvenir wooden hoodoo mask from Malaysia was still in one of them, I just knew it), a shelf with nothing but dusty flowerpots and vases, everything elevated six inches on risers or pallets in case of flood. More obsolete or decommissioned junk hung askew from every available rafter. Most basements tried to round your shoulders upon entry; this one had a higher ceiling clearance than most.


  Like a charm of making, the power went out precisely when I put my foot on the first stair. Ptung.


  I could already hear dripping water and wondered if there were any mouse or rat lairs that were getting an unscheduled flush. One time I yanked a box out of an unsteady stack and the back face of it was completely chewed away, shredded to nesting and dried pellets of poop. Everything inside the box had been completely recycled for rodent use. They stuck to that one box, in secret, accessorizing their own homes invisibly for god knows how long.


  It was a moonless night and there wasn’t much to see via ambient light. I stepped down into a puddle, though. Marilyn was running the upstairs playbook, turning everything off against a power surge. We didn’t have a generator, extra gasoline, or an evacuation plan. Outages were sometimes frequent enough to justify beefier circuit gear to protect the computers and such, but at their worst the outages rarely topped a couple of hours. We weren’t over-provisioned survivalists, here.


  No candles. Fire could get you in trouble. We had plenty of flashlights, lanterns, and extra batteries. It had always been a thing with me.


  Lightning strikes a transformer—instant blackout. Raccoon or possum up the wrong pole—blackout. Falling tree, ditto.


  I snapped on my head light on its little elastic band and began to wade deeper in order to give the breaker box the old what-for. Make sure no independent circuits had tripped unduly. Check the ancient—almost decrepit—chunky fuses on the main switch, which was inside its own box and resembled a knife switch from a Frankenstein movie. Water sloshed. It was nearly five inches deep, but I had my rubber boots on.


  Abruptly I got the queer sensation that I was not alone down here. Not monitored by spiders or spied upon by the critters involved in the box-shredding project, but an older feeling that caused me to turn around and check the stairs to see if Marilyn was overseeing my progress.


  Nobody there. Of course.


  But I misjudged my position, and when I turned back to work, my headlamp glanced off the cast metal door of the breaker box, which was already hanging open. The glass imploded with a scratching crystal sound and I was stuck in the dark. I mean, serious dark—I could not see anything except residual violet globes dancing across my crippled vision. I squeezed my eyes shut in a dumb attempt to hasten the return of my visual purple. Rhodopsin. The “dark adapted eye” that aids night vision.


  I was still blind as a bat.


  The almost imperceptible scars on my face, tiny and white, seemed to throb one single time.


  I felt the moist air of exhalation from a living throat but there was nothing in front of me but the wall. And a voice I knew far too well spoke to me, three little words.


  “I found you,” it said.


  HAND-ME-DOWN


  SEÁN PADRAIC BIRNIE


  The monitor allowed only one-way communication, so although Danni could listen to her child if she needed to, she could not respond, like a one-way mirror, she thought, in a police interrogation room, but then the baby couldn’t respond anyway, not yet, and her brother had given her the device. It was the first, she imagined, of many hand-me-downs, and she was glad of the savings. She didn’t need all the bells and whistles, and they weren’t cheap, and she wasn’t rich.


  At first the little image had proved a source of fascination: Sophie’s cot, even when empty—the little view into the back bedroom, into her baby daughter’s world, which on the monitor always looked a little different, a different cot, in a different room, and a different baby under the blankets. She hadn’t been sure she really needed it, because even in those first few weeks, with all the disruption, Sophie had slept like an angel, as Danni’s mother had informed her several times, whilst cooing, and had asked Sophie herself, just like a little angel, aren’t you dear? But her brother Jack had really recommended it—he was the sort of person who always liked some new device to fiddle with, and seemed keen to pass it on, get some more use out of it, he said, having purchased an unnecessary upgrade, slow its momentum toward it final destination as landfill—and, well, free was free. You couldn’t argue. And she found she liked it. Or at least that it interested her in an idle kind of way. Just looking at it sometimes. The different cot in the different room, a different baby under the blankets. Through its poor resolution it was like seeing through a gauze. In those days, as she felt herself going slowly mad, it provided some measure of distraction from the torpor that had claimed her since the birth.


  Sometimes it was like looking through the screen as through a window into the baby’s room; other times, as if the monitor, hoarding secret depth, contained its own room, its own world, beneath the plastic of the screen. She wondered why she found it so peculiar. Her mother, to whom such things were deeply alien (we never had anything like this when you were a child!), and who hated phones, had never owned one, immediately took to it. It’s better than telly! she said, on several occasions, as she spied on her granddaughter in the back bedroom.


  Those first two months of her life, Sophie was the calmest child. Danni’s mother was shocked: neither of her two children, she pointed out repeatedly, had let her get much rest. She made it sound like an injustice. But it was an injustice that would soon receive some small redress, because it was around that time, when Danni would find herself staring idly at the little low-res image of the different cot in that different room, that Sophie’s angelic period came to an end. Danni had not known it was just a period: it became a period in retrospect, she saw, through its elapsing; and, as she would see, it really had elapsed, for good. And for worse.


  One October evening, having finally settled her daughter down, as she tried to relax, to loosen the tension in her shoulders, sipping a cold beer, the television on but muted, she glanced at the monitor and stiffened suddenly, all the tension ratcheting up her spine, through her shoulders and neck, and it was a moment before she understood what she was seeing, her shock causing thought to lag.


  Buffering, she thought, and heard a hollow laugh, her own laughter become a stranger laughing, as she hurried through to the little room at the other end of the flat. She was used to this kind of dissociation: it was not unfamiliar, was not uncomfortable. Behind her, cold lager foamed out of the bottle of beer, pooling on the coffee table, adding a new landmass to the archipelago of beverage stains adorning its unlacquered surface.


  Later, returned to the living room, she picked up the monitor again and studied the image of her sleeping daughter. In a trick of the light or the lack of it, of snugly layered fabrics and the camera’s low resolution, the cot had appeared empty. Only appeared, she thought. Only appeared. But then even appearances were more than mere appearances.


  It had appeared empty.


  That, she would think, in the weeks ahead, had been the very first time, had been the start of it all.


  Sometimes I think I’m going mad, Danni said to Roisin, whom she had known since primary school and with whom she stayed in intermittent touch. As children they had bonded over a shared love of horses, and Roisin’s parents had been rich enough to buy her one, later, once she was in secondary school, by which time Danni had learned that they inhabited very different worlds. The ferocity of Danni’s jealousy, of which she had felt acutely embarrassed at the time, had been a long time fading, though in retrospect she supposed that the horse had been a cypher for other jealousies; and now they were the always-meaning-to-meet-up kind of friends, seldom meeting up; but this time, it appeared, they had actually meant it, or Roisin had meant, for it had been at Roisin’s instigation and insistence.


  I haven’t seen you in months! Come on! How’s baby?


  Danni had found herself caught between two undesirable options: to have Roisin over to visit, or to venture out. And her own mother had not been shy of commenting on her appearance: You look pasty, dear. You’ll never attract another man looking quite so pasty. Well, unless he’s pasty too. And who wants a pasty man?


  Men were lower down her list of priorities than her mother might have liked.


  Going mad? Roisin asked, sipping tea in the living room. She was pregnant herself, with her second child, a month to go. Some people, Danni thought, looking at her, are good at pregnancy. Some people are good at motherhood, and some are not.


  Now Danni was staring at the coffee table. It looks like an atlas, she thought idly. Then she glanced up, realized that she was lagging.


  I guess I’m just tired, she said.


  Roisin nodded. It’s a lot, isn’t it. And for you—especially—


  Roisin pursed her lips, halting mid-sentence, afraid of the indelicacy on the tip of her tongue.


  My mum helps, said Danni. Then she laughed. Sometimes too much.


  She’s worried about you. Danni nodded.


  So why “mad”?


  As if on cue a tinny gurgle gargled through the speakers of the monitor.


  I keep going into rooms and then forgetting why I’m there. The other day, I was halfway to the shops before I realized I had no idea what I’d gone to get. Almost had a panic attack.


  Good to get out. Get some air.


  Danni nodded again. The other evening, I was sitting here, and I glanced at this thing, and her cot was empty.


  Her cot was empty?


  Looked it. Seemed to be.


  Had she escaped? Once, my mother found me wedged upside down between the cot and the chimney breast. Dad called me Houdini.


  Apparently not, said Danni, wondering what Sophie would grow up to make of her own father. I don’t know why I’d thought that, except that when I looked at the screen she wasn’t there. I nearly had a fit. I can remember it clearly, you know? She wasn’t there. Then when I went through into her bedroom there she was.


  Roisin touched her hand. It’s hard work, she said. You were tired. That’s all.


  I know.


  Roisin smiled, setting her cup down on its saucer. Danni wondered did she still have the horse.


  It’s good to see you, Roisin said, and touched Danni’s hand again, at which Danni flinched. Then sighed.


  She would have to get better at this, she told herself, at appearing okay.


  Sorry, she said.


  It’s fine. Really. I should be getting going.


  As Roisin stood to her feet, she picked up the monitor. Maybe I should get one of these things this time around, she said.


  Danni was relieved when Roisin was gone, glad of the empty flat. Empty except for herself and the baby in the cot.


  Now, the next day, her brother would not answer his phone.


  Danni missed him. He had been stressed a lot lately, had seemed distracted when she had seen him last. When he had given her the monitor, among other things. Which was how long ago? She left him a message:


  I haven’t seen you in weeks! Aren’t you going to come round and see Sophie?


  I get lonely here, she didn’t say.


  Maybe you could take mum off my hands, she said. Call me when you get this.


  What was the word? On the tip of her tongue. She could taste it, the word for the way he had seemed before. Furtive. No. Secretive. No. Distracted. Sort of.


  Evasive, she said, to the empty flat.


  She had been listening to the dial tone on the landline for a full minute when she put down the phone.


  He didn’t call.


  That night she didn’t sleep.


  The next evening, watching television, she glanced at the monitor, not for the first time, and felt the world go silent and cold.


  Reaching over, she picked it up from the arm of the sofa and peered at the screen.


  Sophie? she said, tilting her head. That’s not Sophie, she said to herself.


  Released from the vice of shock she scrambled up from the sofa and hurried through to Sophie’s room at the back of the flat, thinking: that’s not Sophie. That’s not Sophie. That’s not Sophie.


  She lifted the baby from the cot and held her up for scrutiny.


  Sophie, she said, rocking her daughter in her arms, and standing in the darkness of the baby’s room she wondered if it was possible to die of relief.


  Disturbed, Sophie started to cry.


  It was after this that Sophie’s sleeping got really bad, as if the disturbance of that night had never passed. It’s my fault, Danni thought repeatedly, a thought that became a refrain, a loop, a negative mantra: it’s my fault—I disturbed her, put my own stupid fears on her—I woke her up that time and now she never sleeps, now she’ll never sleep.


  Exhaustion made the world grow thin. The fabric of the world, Danni thought, has become threadbare. The world is wearing through. Or I am. Like an old dress I am wearing through. Gauzy. The world is an old dress and it is wearing through.


  The monitor wasn’t much use through those nights, each night becoming a small eternity, a capsule prison universe she doubted she would ever leave. It wasn’t much use because she was in Sophie’s room half the time and the other half of the time Sophie was in with her. But still sometimes she found herself looking at its little screen.


  It nagged at her.


  Nag nag nag, she thought, picturing horses.


  Her phone lit up and Danni frowned. She never kept her phone on silent but apparently she had muted it. There were three missed calls. Shapes on the screen. They were letters, she realized, lagging into sense: Mum. With a jerk she caught up. Her mother had called. She had found herself doing this a lot lately: zoning out. A ping and a new message appeared, announcing voicemail. Idly Danni wondered if you could mail a voice. Seal it in an envelope and slip it in a postbox. She realized she was smiling. As she listened to the message that smile stiffened into a grimace.


  Darling would you please answer your phone? I called round today and you didn’t answer. Were you in? I thought you were in. You are making me worry. This isn’t like you. And Jack—Lord, why have I been cursed with such difficult children? I don’t know what’s got into that brother of yours. Or into you. Just give me a call, okay. Okay. Bye.


  Evasive, thought Danni, tasting the word. That was the word. Jack was being evasive.


  Why was Jack being evasive?


  Danni had always wanted to be an actress, once she had given up on her initial dream of owning a stable, a whole stable of horses and the land around, before the gray disappointments of life had set in. But now Danni was an actress. I am an actress, she said aloud. Leave the horses to Roisin. I am acting. This was what she told herself, a new refrain, a positive mantra. She was an actress, playing a part. Unshowy, no protagonist, part of the supporting cast, part of the scenery. The sort who never looked like she was acting. It took tremendous effort. She let the Health Visitor into her flat. She smiled and made small talk as if it were a language in which she was fluent and tried to detect if the Health Visitor had detected anything beneath the surface of her smile.


  Sophie is a good weight. She looks healthy. How’s she sleeping?


  Danni delivered her lines.


  He had a long, thin face and a lantern jaw, and there was a grayness to him, as if he lived in monochrome, and a gentleness, and under the caring gaze of his gray gentle eyes she felt scrutinized and exposed.


  She delivered her lines.


  She had read something the other day, about fake Health Visitors, strangers who posed as Health Visitors and called in at the houses of new parents to spy on the children. Why? Were they pedophiles? Maybe. Sometimes they were afraid of pedophiles, were vigilantes checking up on children they deemed to be at risk from pedophiles. Pedophiles everywhere. No one seemed to know.


  Danni smiled, wondered if the man here in her flat—was his name Jack? John? James?—was a stranger acting a role, and here she was in turn, delivering her own lines with great élan, two actors acting at the intersection of two different plays, each unaware of the other’s duplicity.


  But she didn’t think so. She had seen him at the Children’s Centre on Ivory Place.


  Thank you, she said, smiling, as he stood to leave. He said something or other about future dates and she agreed, nodding, smiling, smiling, and then closed the front door behind him. Slowly her smile stiffened into a grimace, and then the grimace began to fade.


  All the effort of acting took its toll.


  She felt herself give way, fell asleep on her bed as Sophie, an actress too, deep in role, sleeping for the first time in what might have been forever, lay quiet in her cot. Exhaustion made the world seem thin. She is wearing through.


  The world is wearing through. Sometimes she finds herself dozing unawares as dreams slip through from the other side like shapes passing through a gauze. There was the gray Health Visitor who wanted to take her baby away, the baby that was a fake, a doll of exquisite wailing shitting realism, fitted, it amused her to think, with a one-way listening device, deployed by the Health Visitor to spy on her. And there were others, too, other strangers, creeping about; the peopled shadows teemed.


  She had seen her brother in town, across the road, carried downhill by the flow of the Saturday crowd. He hadn’t seen her, or at least he hadn’t appeared to see her, before the river of people took him away.


  Appeared, she thought.


  Her mother would not stop ringing. She wondered what she could do about that.


  At night she looked out of the window and saw a shape sitting on the bench across the way, under the canopy of an elm tree, a tall thin man in a raincoat, she realized, his long face shadowed beneath the raincoat’s hood. He gazed up at the window of her flat with eyes that caught the light of a streetlamp and catching it appeared to glow.


  Danni, she said, to the empty flat, which wasn’t empty, Danni is evasive. Then hoarse laughter filled the empty flat which wasn’t empty, through lips that did not move.


  The question was, in whose employ were they? Was it the gray Health Visitor, her brother, who was always up to something, or her mother meddling, sending someone to keep a watch on her? Or someone else?


  Danni pulled the curtains closed.


  Exhaustion had set an aching in her bones. She swung her foot, turned her leg at the knee, dug her toes into the mattress. Sciatica.


  She dreams.


  She is in the flat that isn’t the flat, its color gone, the edges of things grown jaggedy like the image on the screen. In her dream she is inside the screen, in the screen flat, in the secret hoarded depth of the monitor, and she is not alone. No one ever was in an empty flat, she thinks. There was always herself for company, that ghostly companion. There was her baby and the baby was crying and its cry was like the ringing of a telephone that she dared not answer. There was something else, too, somewhere, someone, a tall thin shape, a shadow moving carefully, always at the edges of her vision. Then the shape turns—


  and for a moment steps toward the centre of her vision, and she sees a long thin face, looking at her, regarding her, a man who wears a rictus mask of longing and despair, a smile stiffened to a grimace, and a face she recognizes but cannot place, a name upon the tip of her tongue—she can taste it—


  but then she woke, to the ringing of her phone.


  Her neck was stiff. She was on the sofa, but could not remember falling asleep. It was morning. It felt like morning. The ringing of the phone cut out.


  The flat was silent except for the churn of her own body, the beat of her own heart, the surge of blood through veins.


  As she sat up the monitor fell off her lap and to the floor. She hadn’t realized she had been holding it. On the coffee table her phone began to dance with the poltergeist force of its vibrations, ringing again. Irritated—why wasn’t it mute?—she picked it up and powered it down before the shapes on the screen could lag into letters and sense.


  Nag nag nag, thought Danni, picturing horses.


  She slumped back on the sofa, sighing, began to yawn. To sleep so deeply and to dream such fevered nonsense, and then to wake even more tired than you were before—what was the point?


  The flat was silent.


  Sophie is being evasive, she thought.


  She looked at the monitor, screen-down on the carpet, and the urge to pick it up and smash it up and disperse the pieces far and wide seized her suddenly.


  No, she told herself, and held herself. Her arms around her knees, her knees pulled to her chin, she held herself.


  I need to talk to Jack, she thought. Jack is being evasive. I need to talk to Jack.


  The call clicked straight to voicemail.


  Danni settled Sophie in the pram, the pram that Jack and his wife had given her, among other things, and within minutes Sophie was sleeping. Why now, she thought, why not at night? Why now, why not at night. Why now?


  Jack lived on Ewat Street, off Southover Street, up the hill. It wasn’t far, but Sophie knew that fear could elongate the shortest distances, could expand brief moments into capsule prison universes without end. It took an hour to work up the courage to go out.


  I am okay, she told herself. I am okay. I appear okay. Through appearing okay she would become okay, convince the world and through convincing the world convince herself that she was okay, and so be okay.


  Okay, she thought, let’s go.


  It was cold outside. The autumn, hasty for winter, was closing in, and by six o’clock the evening had darkened into night. The night brought rain, fine pellets of rain that bore an icy edge, and Danni realized she had not dressed for the rain, nor for the cold, but it was too late now: she was on her way.


  Through small streets that began to twist and elongate, she passed between lonely islands of light beneath the streetlamps, pushing the pram with Sophie sleeping through the oceans of shadow between. There wasn’t much traffic on the roads and the pavements were all but empty. Everyone was tucked up indoors, in the warmth. Why now? thought Danni. Why not at night? Why now, why not at night. The question repeating in her thoughts like the clip-clop of hooves.


  Nag nag nag, thought Danni, picturing horses. I shall nag my brother into answering.


  But the little house on Ewat Street, when she reached it, was silent and dark. The curtains were drawn and the house seemed in a cagey mood, as if the windows were narrowed eyes, as if masonry could scowl.


  Parking the pram to the left of her brother’s front door, its pedal brake pushed down, she crouched to peer through the letterbox, and in what light reached the hallway carpet from the streetlamp behind her she saw a pile of letters, bills, ads for fast food restaurants, estate agents, a local chiropractor.


  Jack? she called through the letterbox. Voice mail, she thought. You’ve got mail. Jack?


  Jack is being evasive.


  Why is Jack being evasive? thought Danni, who might also have said it aloud.


  I could call Mum, she thought, or said aloud, but the thought filled her with immediate dread. I can’t be dealing with that right now.


  Or Sandra: Jack’s wife. Yes.


  She pulled her phone from her pocket to find it dead, and swore.


  Glancing round, her heart lurched into her throat: the pram was gone.


  She spun on her heel, ready to scream, and then stopped immediately, shuddering still. To the right of the house where she had parked it, the pram stood waiting.


  She moved to release the brake but it wasn’t down. Through empty streets that lengthened and turned, through lonely islands of light and the shadows in-between, she hurried home.


  That night she saw him on the monitor as the world went cold and still, the gray thin shape. She must have knocked the camera when she had settled Sophie down an hour before, for in its purview now was only half the cot, a stretch of carpet, and the old green chair opposite; and sitting in the chair there was a man.


  She couldn’t move. She held herself, staring at the screen, through the screen as if it were a window, into the little room at the other end of the flat, and could not move though she willed to move.


  Sometimes when Sophie couldn’t sleep she would work herself into some position whereby it seemed that she was looking up at the camera’s lens. Under that infrared gaze her eyes would glow like cat’s eyes, like the eyes of a devil; and now that shape, so tall that even while seated its head appeared to brush the ceiling, turned its face to look at the camera, at the camera and through it, to Danni on the other side, at Danni gone rigid on the sofa, and its eyes glowed like a devil’s eyes, and the sounds of its breathing and of the crying of her daughter seeped through into the living room, as Danni felt her own uncertain self give way.


  She awoke exhausted, stiff and sore, unable to recall ever falling asleep, and when she rushed through into the back bedroom she found her daughter lying happily awake in the cot. If relief could kill. Sciatica played a nervous trill through tired legs.


  Danni ran her hands through her hair and paced the room, circling the cot. She drew the nails of her right hand down the side of her face, drawing blood.


  This can’t go on, she said. This can’t go on.


  In her pocket, her phone, dead the last time she had looked at it, began to ring.


  This can’t go on.


  She declined her mother’s call and thumbed through to her brother’s name in the list of contacts, and then stabbed the screen with her index finger until it made the call.


  He answered.


  Jack?


  Jack?


  Danni.


  She listened closely. There was a strange sound on the line.


  Oh Danni, he said. Was he weeping?


  It was not like Jack to cry. A strange sound. Jack—


  I know why you’re calling. I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.


  Did you—she paused, unable to comprehend for a moment what he had done to her—did you know?


  The crackling line made his sobbing strange. I’m sorry.


  Why? Because—


  How could you do this to me?


  There’s only one thing you can do. He sniffed.


  Where are you?


  There’s only one thing you can do, he said.


  What?


  Silence.


  What can I do?


  Pass it on, he said. Give it away. Give it to someone new. I don’t know why. But it—I don’t know. It seems to work. You have to pass it on. I’m sorry—I was desperate, and you were—I’m sorry . . .


  Pass it on, thought Danni.


  Another call came through and her phone asked if she would like to place her brother on hold. She saw the shapes of letters, lagging into sense, become a name: Roisin.


  Yes, thought Danni, picturing horses, as she pressed the screen to answer.


  Pass it on. Yes.


  After all, Roisin was surely due.


  IN THE GARDEN OF IBN GHAZI


  MOLLY TANZER


  INTERVIEWER


  We’ve spoken about your use of the “weird” in your stories, but have you personally ever experienced anything akin to something that might happen to one of Lovecraft’s characters?


  BOEKNER


  Yes—despite all evidence to the contrary, I remain convinced that I once read a short story called “In the Garden of Ibn Ghazi.” It was a dreamy vignette, like a fable or fairy tale made modern with a peppering of acerbic, self-aware remarks. All I can really recall of the plot is the character of the alchemist Ibn Ghazi himself, melancholy and pacing his lush and magical gardens with his hands clasped behind his back—well, that, and there was a woman who had come to ask him for his formula for the powder mentioned in H. P. Lovecraft’s “The Dunwich Horror.” I can’t remember the suppliant’s concern, just that the powder revealed “that which was most desperate to remain concealed,” and concealment of some sort was at the heart of the woman’s woes. Ibn Ghazi couldn’t decide if he would give it to her or not.


  I liked the story just fine, but in truth it was a mediocre piece, or at least a forgettable one. I don’t believe I would have thought about it again if not for, of all things, one of the “unique items” in the board game Arkham Horror. In the game, the Powder of Ibn Ghazi is a magic weapon that gives you +9 to your combat roll—pretty good. Anyway, the first time I played Arkham Horror I pulled that card, and the name Ibn Ghazi pulled on the thread of my memory. The tug was strong enough that I picked up my phone to Google the story right there during the game. I thought I remembered a clever conceit at the end of the tale, but I could not recall the nature of the twist.


  Nothing turned up in my search results, not even when I put quotes around the title. The story did not appear to exist. At the time, I told myself I just had to scroll a little further, a little deeper than I could while playing a board game with friends. But later, when I got back to my laptop, I still had no luck.


  It gave me a queer feeling—one I’ve never been able to fully shake. I know that’s a huge statement for something that must seem so trivial . . . but at the same time, please understand me when I say that I’m sure I read this story. My memory of its images—those I can recall, I mean—is as sharp in my mind as many of my own past experiences, and now it is sharper still, whetted by my subsequent mental self-interrogation.


  I would not say the mystery of this missing story is an obsession of mine, but it does preoccupy me at times. As a minor Lovecraftian author, the Gentleman from Providence is often in my thoughts, and the minutiae of his oeuvre are frequent subtle notes in the chords I seek to strike with words. I am also fairly familiar with the work of my colleagues, for I read widely, and with intention, and of course I am acquainted with many of them personally. None of them knows of what I speak—the title has rung no bells for any of the writers or editors I have asked about it. So you can see, I am sure, why it gnaws at me . . . Better, perhaps, to say it nibbles here and there. But I ask you, if “In the Garden of Ibn Ghazi” isn’t a real story, why do I have such a strong recollection of it? From whence did that image of the alchemist’s broody pacing come? And why oh why do I remember its mediocre conceits but not its brilliant conclusion? It’s just strange, and I wish I knew what to make of it all.


  ***


  That was how it all began. Upon reflection, this portion of my interview in The Paris Review does read like a cry for help—and people who are into H. P. Lovecraft are famously, sometimes even notoriously helpful. Several emails from armchair Lovecraft experts trickled in over the subsequent weeks after the magazine’s publication, most with links to stories that were most decidedly not my half-remembered tale. Only one individual suggested that acid developed by MK-Ultra might be at work, which is pretty good for Lovecraft enthusiasts, actually.


  Then I received a letter of invitation in the mail. Would you like to see it? I have it here. Just look at that beautiful handwriting—that oxblood-red ink! The paper is so lovely, too, like cream to the eyes and to the fingertips. Now hold it to the light—see the watermark? It looked to me like a serpent biting its own tail, an Ouroboros. I didn’t notice all that until after I read it, of course. Shall I read it to you? It begins so strangely:


  Although it is very rude of me to contact you “out of the blue” as it were, I feel this matter is of such importance that I must throw caution—and manners!—to the wind. If you will be so kind as to keep reading, I will tell you my name is Upton de Vries. I got your address by making a large donation to the magazine in which your charming interview so recently appeared, but don’t be too cross. I had to get in touch with you, and that seemed the most efficacious method. Emails go awry so easily, or sit unopened in one’s inbox or spam trap. But a handwritten invitation is always opened immediately, is that not true?


  You are probably asking, why is Upton de Vries so desperate to speak with me? Here is the thing. I am lucky that life has decreed I should become a successful producer of offbeat historical plays. If you follow theatre, you will have heard of my avant-garde staging of Euripides’s Bacchae that brought down the house at the Williamstown Theatre Festival in 2016. Though my absence from the theatre world of late has been lamented in most major magazines, I have been too preoccupied with my current project to appease their wailing cries and lamentations that I should appear somewhere or other.


  What is this project, you will ask? Well, I am producing a play, a curious one. I can find no record of it being performed in the modern age. The only copy seemingly in existence was discovered in a trunk belonging to the seventeenth-century French noblewoman Marie de Rabutin-Chantal, marquise de Sévigné, when it was recently sold at auction. After changing hands a few times, the manuscript came to me. A friend of mine at a major university thinks it was likely written as an entertainment for one of the marquise’s extended stays with her daughter in the village of Grignan in the South of France.


  Now you are probably asking, why is Upton de Vries telling me this? It is because the marquise’s play is called In the Garden of Ibn Ghazi.


  As I said above, this is an invitation. Please, come and watch as we rehearse In the Garden of Ibn Ghazi at my remote and lovely estate in the Poconos. I think you should like to see it after all your fruitless questing, would you not?


  I’ve always been an aficionado of all things Lovecraftian, and I think we both should be glad of that, because it means I found you, and read your curious tale, and that means I can provide some answers for you, perhaps. If you should like to come, RSVP with dates that suit you, but do make them within the next month. After that we shall be taking our show on the road as the saying goes, but those roads are on the European theatre festival circuit and thus less convenient to you.


  Sincerely,


  Your humble servant,


  Upton de Vries


  I answered him. I mean, I Googled him first, of course. I found out he headed a company called “Hentopan Productions,” and from the description on the site, I learned that hen to pan is a phrase meaning “all is one” in Greek, and that it is associated with alchemy—and the Ouroboros, explaining the paper’s watermark. The FAQ on de Vries’s website said he’d chosen the alchemical reference after his first hit, some notorious flop he’d turned into a smashing success. Lead into gold, and all that.


  I also found out de Vries had been honored at the Edinburgh Fringe Festival, the Festival d’Avignon, and more, but beyond that, his personal life was almost suspiciously quiet for an artist. No failed marriages, no children eager to write an exposé, no old #MeToo allegations. It is sometimes true that people are drawn to the arts because they want to actually make art, not for the potentially exploitable power dynamics. It seemed like de Vries was one of those, so I put my RSVP in the mail the very next morning along with a list of suggested dates.


  I also asked if he would send me a copy of the play. I tried to do it casually, but in truth I was desperate. When I first read de Vries’s letter, my blood had quickened to hear that this “marquise de Sévigné” had written a play with the very title that had been rattling around in my mind for so long. I had to see it.


  De Vries would not send me the marquise’s script, but he did book my visit for my soonest available days—he overnighted me a first-class ticket. The note with the ticket, done in the same elegant handwriting as the invitation, said, Allow me to apologize to you, my dear, but due to the secretive nature of our production we have only printed up enough copies for the actors. I know you must be feeling disappointed; I hope the ticket and the small gift I have included will mollify you.


  What de Vries had included was indeed “mollifying”—it was an eighteenth-century travelogue called Foreign Climbs; or, A Lady’s Grand Tour of Monuments, Mountains, and Other Steep Phenomena by “A Lady,” as was common for the time. In spite of its beautiful state of preservation it was ancient—a first edition. I was astonished de Vries would send me, a stranger, such a rare and exquisite book as a gift. Here it is—is it not a handsome edition?


  He had indicated a section very close to the end with a leather bookmark tooled with his signature Ouroboros. So, that evening, after concluding my obligations for the day, I sat down with it at last in my favorite reading chair—and gasped. The marked passage was the start of a new chapter called “A Sojourn through Spain.” Beneath that, A Lady had followed the conventions of the era by starting with a brief description of the occurrences to come in the next few pages. It reads:


  Modern dancing at an ancient site (the Temple of Debod, Madrid)—All the colors of the Red Fortress (the Alhambra, Granada)—In the garden of Ibn Ghazi (an estate, Barcelona)— The Beginning of the End


  Reasoning I could always go back and start from the beginning after divining what I could about the garden of Ibn Ghazi, I paged ahead. I had to know. As I have said, it is not that the missing story with its opaque title had consumed me—it’s just that its absence was a burden never wholly lifted from my mind. Here is the passage from the book:


  Barcelona ought to put a mussel upon its coat of arms, for the occupants of that city are absolutely mad for them. They prefer them to far finer fishes, and the focus of much of their substantial culinary prowess is on creating delicious, savory broths and sauces for them. Every tavern in the land has their famous dish of mussels, each with a longer history of who hath made them and who hath enjoyed them than their competitors. Regardless of the veracity of such tales, they are, all of them, delicious. You will find them cooked with broths and precious spices, others with white wine and herbs, still others with cream and bacon and paprika, though that is my least favorite way. I find the fat mutes, rather than enhances, the flavor of the mussel itself, even if it makes for a luscious sop for a good hunk of crusty bread. The Viscount H— and I were eating chargrilled mussels with a sauce made of peppers and almonds when the players set up across the street. They were a gay, lively troupe, and a handful of merrily attired acrobats entertained us with jokes and japes while the others erected a small stage. The play they would perform, they said, was called In the Garden of Ibn Ghazi. We were intrigued, but the title appeared to make the locals uncomfortable for some reason. They began to murmur and elbow one another even before the play began, though neither my companion nor I could perceive why.


  The play was, to my mind, unremarkable. The story was of a nobleman of Barcelona, a Moor by the name of Ibn Ghazi. Ibn Ghazi was a recluse whose only passion was gardening. He neglected all invitations, never entertained, never went to the theatre, never married, so much did he love his greenhouses and his flower beds. It was said that every plant in the world grew in the garden of Ibn Ghazi, even those one might call wicked— poisons and rare herbs with magickal properties. And it was said, too, that Ibn Ghazi knew how to make use of them all. He was an alchemist and sorcerer of great repute, a man of wisdom—but his judgment, while lauded, was not often witnessed. At least, that was how the people of Barcelona felt. They appealed to him for advice about their problems or for cures for diseases, but he had his apprentice turn most of them away at the door.


  The tone of the play was disapproving; Ibn Ghazi was clearly the antagonist. When he refused to help those who came to him, they suffered; those his largesse compelled him to assist fared little better. It seemed to us that going near the man at all was akin to walking blithely into a burning building, but the desperate are, well—desperate.


  We heard the tale of a young widow, pregnant with the child her husband had sired upon her before committing the act that sent him to the gallows; they both died when Ibn Ghazi would not give her a tincture to ease her labor, for fear that the child would grow up to also do evil in the world. Next, we heard the story of a man to whom Ibn Ghazi gave a sachet of rare herbs to cure a skin condition that had afflicted him his whole life; cured, he debauched himself for a month until he died of an excess of wine and women.


  The vignette that most affected me was one of the tales of Ibn Ghazi’s miserliness. A woman came to Ibn Ghazi begging for the recipe for his notorious powder—a powder that could “reveal that which was most desperate to remain concealed.” Ibn Ghazi asked why she required it, and she replied that her brother was gambling away what little they had. The woman wanted to find this den of vice, but every time she tried to follow her brother he eluded her pursuit. He would turn a corner and simply be gone.


  Ibn Ghazi considered her case but refused her the recipe; he agreed, however, to give her one dose of the powder, and sent his apprentice to fetch it for her. But when the apprentice returned with the powder, she opened the sachet—and used it on Ibn Ghazi himself! Of course, in that moment, what he was most desperate to conceal was the recipe, so he spake it aloud. The woman took that away in her mind even though she had none in her hand.


  Just then, one of the acrobats shouted a warning. Quick as a flash they’d packed up their stage and trundled off into the alley, not too far ahead of two stout city watchmen who came running around the corner, looking ready for a fight.


  —What do they expect? said our serving-girl, sucking her teeth at the scene. She spoke some French, and I a little Catalan; we understood one another perfectly. And yet, I was surprised by her words. In general, the people of Barcelona are not given to acerbic remarks.


  —Why do they give chase? I asked as I watched the watchmen peering here and there, and asking questions of the passersby.


  Our serving-girl looked nervously up the street.


  —My lord does not like his name shouted in the streets as if he were an onion for sale, she whispered, and he donates generously to the city watch to ensure doing so is appropriately discouraged. As for those who see fit to criticize him . . . bad luck befalls them, even if they escape. For who can truly say where the roots of Ibn Ghazi’s garden end and those of the more mundane plants of the city begin? What seeds have drifted here or there—what nuts have been dropped in unlikely earth by startled squirrels?


  As she spoke, the watchmen escorted two acrobats and an actor away from the scene. I hoped their compatriots could raise bail. I, however, had other concerns.


  —Ibn Ghazi is real? And he lives here?


  —Perhaps I have said too much, replied our serving-girl, which was as good as a yes. I begged her attend us but a moment longer.


  —Do you know what happened to the girl in the story? I asked.


  The young woman nodded nervously.


  —Yes. After making the powder, she followed her brother only to discover he had found a door to Hell. The woman called to him, Brother do not go! He said to her that he could not turn back. He owed the devils a great debt and had to pay it that night. But she would not let her brother go alone. He protested at first but then let her, only to betray her. He offered her soul instead of offering up his own. The devils agreed, in spite of her protestations, and then devoured her brother, too.


  —What an awful story, declared the Viscount H—, but it can’t be true!


  —Can it not? said the serving-girl, with another glance up the lane; this time, I saw her eyes flick to, and then away from, a high stone wall mottled with lichens and moss.


  —Yes, ma’am, she said. That is the wall around his garden. But you must believe me, it is too high and steep to climb. The only way in is the door.


  —We weren’t planning to climb it! I exclaimed.


  There was a curious tone in her voice when she said, —One never knows! But before I could ask her what she meant, she had turned away to clear the remains of a meal of sardines and sangria from the table next to ours.


  The Viscount H— and I were, of course, fascinated by this story of Ibn Ghazi. We agreed that we really had to see his wondrous garden while we were in town. Everybody sees the same things while on their Grand Tour, or very nearly so, which means nobody wants to hear another overlong account of visiting these famous ruins or those iconic rock formations. It is the differences that captivate a drawing room, and this would indeed be different.


  It seemed we needed a problem to present to Ibn Ghazi, and for several days we made very merry coming up with tempting predicaments. In the end we settled on an age-old concern, but spiced with contemporary politics—we would claim I was enceinte by a certain aspiring member of the House of Commons, who would be much discredited by a natural child got on a disreputable female such as myself. The tales of Ibn Ghazi suggested he was biased in favor of the status quo, so our case involved a certain bill that would be much jeopardized if it came out whose child it was.


  The day we went to the gate of Ibn Ghazi’s estate was overcast, dreary even—more similar to our English mornings than those of Barcelona. Our servant knocked, and was answered by Ibn Ghazi’s mysterious apprentice. Greeted is, perhaps, the wrong word; they said nothing, neither before nor after we were announced along with our desire to see the master of the house. The apprentice, veiled and obscure, simply turned and trotted up the walk, toward the house. To our delight, not five minutes later did Ibn Ghazi himself appear! He was a tall man with a goatee, dressed in long robes rather than a suit of clothes, and he walked with an easy, comfortable confidence. He approached us in our carriage and asked if he might sit with us a moment as he was not prepared to receive guests in his home. We said yes, and he joined us. He then cleared his throat with a delicate cough and gave a speech as brief as it was shocking.


  —I know why you have come, said he, and by that, I mean I know you are not currently in a predicament caused by a member of your parliament. You are curiosity-seekers making merry on holiday. An honest request for the shot at especial glory within your social circle might have swayed me to show you my gardens, but all artifice and guile disgust me. You should be ashamed for having mocked me for the struggles I face when it comes to giving sound counsel. Every good gardener knows that a poor seed will result in a bad vine, but no gardener is asked to judge seeds before planting. No gardener save for me, of course. But you—you are feckless children, laughing at that which you do not understand, so go from this place without the reward of a story for your salons and parties. You do not deserve it.


  And with that, he took his leave of us before we could think of a single thing to say.


  We were very quiet indeed as we bid our man drive on, and quieter still that night. Every temptation to laugh made us both feel like the feckless children of Ibn Ghazi’s accusation. It was as if the wind had changed—and it had, in many ways, and it would be a long time before it would blow itself out.


  I was awash with peculiar sensations upon first reading this passage. How strange it was to see described the very story I remembered reading—but not be reading the story itself, or at least, not the one I knew. It was an outsider’s perspective to the tale, whereas the one I recalled had been intimate, present, located in the garden in that moment.


  I also felt frustration rather than relief. A Lady’s travelogue only served to make the entire affair more mysterious and obscure, like a face seen through old glass. I was full of questions: If A Lady’s travelogue was not the source of my memory, was de Vries’s obscure play how I had first come across the story? But how could it be? The play had been written by a seventeenth-century noblewoman, and had never before been translated.


  Or at least, so claimed de Vries. But how, then, had the players in the travelogue gotten their hands on it? Might they have been performing an entirely different but regionally similar play? There was no mention within A Lady’s travelogue that the play had been written by the marquise, though A Lady did indeed mention the marquise during her remarks about her visit to Grignan.


  Another question: Why, given the sex appeal of A Lady’s manuscript, had it disappeared so utterly? Setting aside my personal mystery, which was the most sober and least erotically charged segment of the travelogue, the book was funny and so very bawdy. Fanny Hill had survived to have a forgettable BBC adaptation made of it, and Tom Jones a good one; why not Foreign Climbs? But there was nary a record of the book on Project Gutenberg, and the Google Books copy had most of the pages redacted, putatively for copyright reasons. But who held the copyright these days? How could such a book not have fallen into the public domain a century ago, and why would anyone seek to keep it from being generally read?


  And then of course there was the question of how H. P. Lovecraft himself had come to hear of Ibn Ghazi and his powder. He had been a notable aficionado of the eighteenth century and its writers; had he found a dusty copy of Foreign Climbs in an old bookshop, and read this tale of a scandalous woman brazenly flaunting her wealth, her education, and her sexual conquests? It was amusing to imagine the notoriously prim Lovecraft lecherously perusing A Lady’s saucy descriptions of her carnal adventures with the Viscount H—, as well as the others they invited to share in their exploits. Then again, one never knew . . . Over the decades, many enterprising authors and filmmakers had made much hay out of the numerous sexual lacunae in Lovecraft’s writings; here, the evidence suggested he’d enjoyed A Lady’s Foreign Climbs enough to reference a ribald work, however obscurely.


  I wrote down these inquiries—and others—over the next three days. By the time I was heading for the airport in the back of the car de Vries had arranged for me, I had read the entire travelogue twice. I was champing at the bit to hear more of this mysterious story in its various forms.


  The airplane ride to Philly wasn’t so very long, but I was impatient and could not stop fidgeting until the stewardess brought me a second glass of rosé. Then I napped a bit—and was glad I did, for I got no sleep on the second leg of the journey.


  I was picked up not by a chauffeur but by a pilot, who took me on my very first helicopter ride. Said pilot had little to say when I asked questions regarding where we were going, how long the journey might be, and so on, so I occupied myself with watching the scenery and playing on my phone until it lost signal. Without an electronic distraction, I studied the forest beneath us. It grew darker, deeper, older as we flew on, and then fell away as suddenly as a cliff’s edge to reveal a lawn, and beyond the lawn, a house that said “old money” as clearly as it said “eccentric recluse.” No, no landmarks—all I know is that we were heading north. I’d checked the compass on my phone before I lost signal.


  From above, I saw the house had been built into the shape of an O, with a small, surprisingly wild space at the center of it, all tangled limbs and twisted trunks. Had de Vries commissioned a home that looked like an Ouroboros? Surely not—it was an older building, not some new, custom-built McMansion. Had he asked a realtor to find him the hottest O-shaped properties in the country, and this one suited him best?


  The mind boggled.


  I know better now.


  As I exited the helicopter, I ducked down low, feeling like I was in a movie. That sensation was not lessened when de Vries strode out to meet me dressed in clothes that were somewhere between Mr. Darcy and a pirate: tight pants, high boots, a ruffled shirt, and a frock coat. He even had a saber at his side and a broad-brimmed hat with an enormous bright white plume, which he swept off his head before bowing low.


  “Charmed to meet you at last,” he said as he replaced his hat upon his head. The feather bobbed in the breeze from the slowing helicopter blades. “Please, come with me. Your room is ready, and I am sure you’ll wish to relax after your sojourn.”


  “Thank you,” I said, but I wasn’t inclined to relax. I was hot on the scent of my quarry and keen as a hound. “If it’s just the same to you, though, I’d rather see the rehearsal—”


  “We’re winding it down,” he said. “All the cast are just sitting around chatting. Go and enjoy a soak in the nice tub, or have a bit of a lie-down on the bed, and join us for cocktails in the lounge at seven. Please? I’ve put you in one of my favorite rooms, and I am so hoping you’ll enjoy it.”


  How could I say no? He was so earnest, so eager; not only that, it felt rude to push after he’d flown me out here at great expense just to . . . I wasn’t really sure, actually. It seemed, oddly enough, so that he could personally put my mind at ease regarding this minor—and I really cannot stress how minor it was—concern of mine.


  For if I had been truly obsessed, I ask you, would I have submitted to de Vries’s will? Would I have agreed to wait longer for my answers? Would I have willingly been led to my room and had a fine, relaxing soak in an exceptional Japanese-style soaking tub? No, surely not. But I did all of those things. And more! I spent a good bit of time idling in my robe while trying and ultimately failing to connect my phone to the Wi-Fi and inspecting the lush carvings of fruits, flowers, and even small insects adorning the frame of the enormous four-poster bed that was to be mine for the next few nights.


  It was a lovely room in a lovely house, even if the feel of the place, when I went down for a drink at the appointed time, was a bit too 1960s The Avengers for my taste—old furniture, long hallways, paintings of unfamiliar landscapes and unfriendly faces. And de Vries . . . he was a pitch-perfect eccentric of the week. Did he, like everyone on that show, also have a dark secret?


  If he did, I wouldn’t be able to tell anyone about it. The lack of Wi-Fi was irritating me more than it might, given how hungry I was. I hoped there would be canapés or something at this reception. Cocktails at seven was extremely decadent for a pleb like me, and I hoped I wouldn’t be expected to wait until nine for dinner.


  A small voice in my mind—very small, I assure you—added, and for information, too . . .


  When I walked into the opulent parlor, all thick rugs and Chippendale-style furniture and trophy heads on the wall, I was relieved to discover that there were indeed canapés—the hottest and the freshest vol-au-vents to be had, for I anticipated the first platter by half a minute or so. The bartender was still setting up, which embarrassed us both, and then there were yet more awkward apologies between myself and the server.


  “I’m early,” I said, to the tuxedo-wearing stripling. “I was just hungry. I didn’t get much lunch and when I’m not in a glamorous mansion I’m usually done with dinner by seven-thirty.”


  “Oh, did I forget to show you the minifridge in your room?” De Vries was behind me, tall and lean and angular; handsome in a houndlike, medieval sort of way. He was dressed for the twenty-first century this time, a chunky knit sweater and twill pants with a sharp crease down the front, though the snake-headed stickpin he had thrust though his cravat lent an artistic, bohemian air to his appearance. “There was, I think, a quinoa power bowl and some cheese in there. Ah, well, the smoked salmon is far finer fare, don’t you think?”


  “Quite so,” I said, taking some from a passing tray.


  “How are you enjoying your visit so far?” asked de Vries, once he’d blotted the corners of his full lips with a cloth napkin. “Are you having a good time?”


  “That bathtub really was excellent,” I said. “Your house is wonderful . . . except—well, is there Wi-Fi? I’m sure I have emails waiting for me, and I’d like to let my mother know I arrived safely. She worries.”


  “Ah, no. Sorry I did not think to mention it. Our router or server has gone down. We are working on it,” he assured me. “Upton de Vries cannot go days and days without emails, of course!”


  “Of course,” I said.


  “In the meantime, I will introduce you to the cast,” said de Vries, leaving that subject behind. “There aren’t too many names to remember for there aren’t so many rôles.” You could actually hear the circumflex when he spoke. “Did you read the travelogue I sent you?”


  “Of course,” I said.


  “What did you think of it?”


  “Oh, I found it fascinating! In fact, I hoped you could tell me, did—”


  “I thought you would,” said de Vries, interrupting me, but doing it warmly. “I hope it served to tide you over until the big reveal?”


  “Yes, but—”


  “Do you follow the theatre at all?”


  “No, not a bit.” I was losing my battle with my own impatience. “The truth is, I actually had to Google you.”


  “Ah, well, such is the arts! You and I both know that’s not the worst thing in the world! It’s just good to be Googled, is it not? After all, did not you call yourself a minor Lovecraftian author? And you’re still being interviewed in good places, no?”


  “Sure! And it was actually S. T. Joshi who first called me a minor Lovecraftian author, so the scales balance out on that one. I think he was trying to hurt my feelings, but there’s no point to being offended by the truth.”


  “Just like the pirate man says, But you have heard of me, yes?” I nodded in agreement as I tried not to look as concerned as I felt about the phrase the pirate man. “Yes! I think we shall be great friends, for we are very similar. Now, your unfamiliarity with the theatre means you won’t be as impressed by my cast as you might be—but I assure you, my players are as exquisite as they are limited in number. There is a sort of master of Ceremonies . . . in the original, he’s a rather roguish French nobleman but we’re recasting him as a woman—the marquise herself, actually—that’s Jane Harper. You haven’t heard of her? Ah, well. She introduces the vignettes and sums them up at times. Offers questionable moral lessons and so on. And the Apprentice Rox Teasley, they have quite the pedigree; they were part of the original cast of Tesla along with Idina Menzel . . . ?” I shrugged helplessly; I had heard of Tesla, of course—who hadn’t by now?—but couldn’t tell you anything beyond that it was about the inventor. “Ah, well. You ought to be very impressed, and by the actor playing Ibn Ghazi, too—it’s Herman Diaz.”


  The name Ibn Ghazi brought me to attention; it had wandered a bit as a few of the actors wandered into the room. I was curious about them, but I was more curious about the play.


  It was clear that de Vries knew that, too—he was smiling a little as he waved over Rox so he could introduce us. As much as I was delighted to meet them—they were extremely attractive, with a beaky nose, just like I like, and strong cheekbones—I wondered why it delighted de Vries to thwart me so. Was it the petty joy of a parent saying Santa Claus would not come until everyone was abed . . . or was he playing a game? I couldn’t imagine why he would, but then again, I watched a lot of horror movies and I had allowed a wealthy oddball to spirit me away to his remote mansion for unusual, highly specific, but seemingly legitimate reasons. Anything was possible.


  My suspicion proved justified. As it turns out, just because something is predictable doesn’t mean it can’t still be surprising. For example, we all froze in surprise that quickly turned to horror when a bloodcurdling scream interrupted our little gathering. I had been talking to Rox about the time they’d been in a production of The Phantom of the Opera, which I had loved as a child.


  In the silence of the room we heard the cry for Help! and rushed into the foyer to find a woman clutching the railing at the top of the elegantly curved main stair.


  “Come quickly,” she implored us. “It’s Herman!”


  Herman Diaz lay crumpled on the carpeted floor of what, presumably, was his bedroom. We all peered in for a long moment, unsure what to do; it was de Vries who finally stepped forward. He rolled Diaz over and put two fingers to the man’s neck.


  He wasn’t dead. We all breathed a sigh of relief at that, though the question remained of what had happened to him. He was sweating, flushed and pale in turns. The woman who had screamed, an actress named Vera Tolman, said he’d complained of feeling dizzy earlier in the day.


  “The man is clearly in need of a doctor,” said de Vries. “I will have one of the staff drive him. I’m sure he’ll be fine—I just hope he recovers quickly. What a pity! And everything was going so well . . .”


  I thought that last remark was unpleasantly callous of de Vries. A man had been found unconscious in his room. What if he had a concussion? What if he were “only” too feverish to wake? Missed rehearsals seemed rather secondary to that. While it had occurred to me—of course it had—that this might delay my seeing In the Garden of Ibn Ghazi, the majority of my concern was for Mr. Diaz, I assure you.


  “Producers are all cold as ice,” whispered Rox, their equally soft and faint mustache tickling my ear as they leaned in. “They have to be. ‘The show must go on’ isn’t just a saying; it’s a lifestyle.”


  I nodded, trying not to twitch or tremble. Rox was really very attractive, and it has always made me nervous when very attractive people are flirty with me.


  We all agreed it was best to lower the front passenger seat so that the unresponsive Diaz could recline as much as possible while still being safely strapped into de Vries’s older Mercedes sedan. After we’d secured him as best as we could, a man named Martin was given the keys and a credit card; de Vries told him to go and go quickly. What he actually said was, “And don’t spare the horses!” if you can believe it.


  I felt badly that I alone appeared to be thinking of dinner rather than this man’s welfare, but it had been a long day and I was very hungry. I was just about to slink off to see if I could find this alleged quinoa bowl and cheese up in my room when de Vries spoke at last.


  “The show must go on,” he said with determination. Rox and I exchanged meaningful looks, and once again, their gaze set my skin aflame. “We cannot afford to wait. No matter what, tomorrow morning at ten sharp we continue as planned.”


  “But how?” said Trace Fellows, a sandy-haired actor with the square jaw of an all-American home team football star. “We have no Ibn Ghazi! He’s in every scene!”


  “Upton, you can read Ibn Ghazi’s lines,” said Vera. She was a short, pretty woman with dark hair that just brushed the tips of her large bosom. “I mean, you know the whole play by heart already!”


  “No, no,” said de Vries. “I cannot! I must keep myself apart to watch, to see!”


  If de Vries kept himself apart, why had he been wearing tight pants and a frock coat earlier? I didn’t have time to wonder about this for long, for de Vries turned to me and looked me in the eye.


  “It would be best to use a stand-in,” he said.


  “But who?” asked Trace, with an appropriately theatrical gesture.


  As I said: The predictable can still be surprising.


  “Would you consider it?” said de Vries, looking into my eyes. “Would you be our humble production’s Ibn Ghazi while poor, dear Herman is patched up by the local sawbones?”


  Due to the secretive nature of our production we have only printed up enough copies for the actors . . .


  “How can I possibly be the right person for the job?” I felt I ought to make at least a token protest. I didn’t want to appear too eager; the mood of this whole affair had shifted from horror flick to the sort of murder mystery dinner theatre where the audience is forced to participate.


  “You’re the only one,” said de Vries. “I have but a small staff here and they are kept busy by their duties about the house. Now they are one short, even. I am occupied wholly as director . . . It falls to you, my dear, if you will help us.”


  “I’d be pleased to,” I said. How else could I have responded?


  “I shall have the script delivered to your room,” said de Vries. “Thank you ever so much.”


  I glanced toward where the actors stood huddled together. None of them looked impressed by any of this, not even Rox, who had positioned themself at the edge of their group, a little closer to me.


  Nor did they appear particularly perturbed by the evening’s events. I wondered if this sort of thing was more common in theatrical circles.


  But then again, they didn’t really seem like actors . . . I don’t mean like the stereotype of actors that one sees on TV and in the movies, though that is in fact fairly close to reality. The actor drama you see in the media about actors is written by writers hoping to push the thoughts of the audience in certain directions and misdirections. In private, that drama has different currents and eddies—who is being inconvenienced, and for how long; who is being upstaged, and by whom.


  Author drama is different. With notable exception it’s mostly conducted behind keyboards and whispered about at unremarkable bars in unremarkable hotels. When people write books or make movies about author drama, they’re almost always ridiculously sensationalized, or at very least the timelines are sped up to make for a good story; the reality is usually much more sedate. And petty.


  “Then it is decided,” said de Vries. “Tomorrow we shall meet at ten, as we have been. And I want everyone in costume! Yes, again! No makeup, not unless you want to—but from here on out, I want you to rehearse in your costumes so they look lived in when we perform, and you will move in them as if you have lived in them. Understood? Good, good. Now . . . is anyone hungry? Dinner was to be served some time ago, I believe—if anyone still wants it, we can go in now.”


  “I couldn’t eat a bite,” said Vera. “Not after finding Herman like that. Good night, everyone.”


  A few left, a few stayed. There was little talk as we ate local beef and risotto topped with an egg from de Vries’s estate’s chickens. Rox sat next to me, and their excellent conversation was somehow even better than the food; even so, I excused myself before dessert. I was tired from the day, and eager to see the script, and even more than that—for you see, it’s not fair to say I was ever entirely obsessed with this mystery—I wished to be away from all those strangers.


  Especially de Vries, with his smiles and his easy manners and his casual air of practiced command. He was playing me, but to what end? Why would he bother? The truth is, I’d been so interested in what he had that I wanted that I hadn’t stopped to consider what I had that he wanted.


  I had hoped that the script would be on my bed, waiting for me like in a movie—but no, it was after I’d gotten into my pajamas and robe and was inattentively reading a book on my Kindle when a knock came at the door. It was a member of the staff, not de Vries. She wouldn’t accept the tip I offered in exchange for the script, but she did tell me that she’d heard from Martin. Diaz was in stable condition, but not yet awake. It was too early to say for sure, but they thought it was some sort of food poisoning.


  I took Diaz’s script and did another inelegant half-hop half-plop onto the high bed. I felt a weird combination of dread and elation. At last, I had it in my trembling hands! In the Garden of Ibn Ghazi . . . It was, as far as I knew, the only work of fiction to bear that title. Had I once read this play only to have the winds of time erode the shape of that memory into another? The focus of my master’s degree had been eighteenth-century British literature, but that meant I would have been more likely to have encountered Foreign Climbs, not this older—and not to mention French—play.


  Was this the end of my struggle? A minor struggle, of course—so very minor, but a struggle nonetheless. My heart did not believe it. I have never been a great reader of plays, and anyway, this one was supposed to have been impossible to find before some exclusive auction to which I’d never in a million years be invited, much less in a position to bid on anything. With trembling hands, I opened it up to a random page and read this:


  IN THE GARDEN OF IBN GHAZI


  SCENE 6


  (The MARQUISE is sitting upon a bench, a picnic basket beside her. In front of her, IBN GHAZI is wandering his garden. He is clearly ill at ease. He has a basket of gardening tools set to the side, and as the MARQUISE speaks he should use them to tend to his plants, but conveying an air of dissatisfaction with it all.


  The MARQUISE should be lighthearted—kicking her heels, eating strawberries from the basket, making merry with the wine.)


  MARQUISE


  The Ancient Greeks believed that attending the theatre was a moral obligation—that one had a duty to the community to sit and listen. But not to judge, nor really to learn. No—what they thought crucial was for each of us to feel together. Emotion, experienced communally, was considered personally restorative; more than that, it was socially reparative.


  IBN GHAZI


  I weary of pruning and watering!


  (He tosses a tool into the basket in almost childish dismay.)


  MARQUISE


  Let us, for the sake of argument, assume the Greeks in their wisdom were correct. What, then, is the purpose of this play? What should any of us be feeling at this point in the evening? None of this has been particularly uplifting, I think we can all agree on that. Despair is at the root of all these tales. Whether Ibn Ghazi grants requests or denies them, misery ensues.


  IBN GHAZI


  There is nothing for me here!


  MARQUISE


  So, what could be socially reparative about despair? Despair erodes the bonds between men; it does not strengthen them. The Greeks asked this, too—and they decided that to feel and to contemplate one’s darkest, most powerful emotions in a social setting was in fact a form of exorcism, or cleansing. Their word for this was, of course, catharsis—and while our understanding of catharsis is different from theirs, we all of us appreciate the sense of release after frustration—like a sneeze, or an orgasm.


  I shut the script and set it aside. It’s hard for me to articulate just how furious I was in that moment.


  The play was a fake.


  At first, I had chalked up the modern tone to the very recent translation, but “our understanding of catharsis” was just too much to be believed. Whose understanding of catharsis, exactly? The application of catharsis to psychology dates only from the nineteenth century.


  And, for that matter, who had translated this play? Upton de Vries hadn’t bragged about that. Why not, when he’d bragged about every other aspect of the production? I barely knew the man, but after less than a day here, I could be certain that if he had hired a translator at all, de Vries would have lauded that person as being of superior quality, impeccable pedigree—more than once, if necessary, to get the point across.


  My anger quickly turned to fear. If the play was a fake, why had I been brought here?


  I’d been set up. Upton de Vries knew—he had to know. Which meant he had lured me here under false pretenses. But why? What possible reason could he have for going to such elaborate lengths? I was nobody. Sure, I’d made the leap from indie sensation to mainstream novelist . . . so what? I wasn’t famous. Most of the big-deal fantasy and horror authors out there would probably recognize my name if it came up in conversation, but that was about it—other than being a regular guest on that popular if hard to explain horror-themed sleep-aid YouTube show, Good Night, with ASM. R. James. That interview in The Paris Review had been a big break for me.


  And there had been de Vries, ready to pounce with the perfect offer to pique my interest . . .


  I felt as if I were in The Wicker Man or Murder on the Orient Express, and while I liked both, that didn’t mean I wanted a starring role in either. Then again, I didn’t have a lot of choice in the matter. I was in the middle of nowhere—no internet or cell reception to call a Lyft, and it was pitch-black outside. I hadn’t even seen a driveway leading to a road out of here, and who knew where such a road might go, and for how many miles?


  There was another knock at the door. I waited a moment, unsure of what to do, but the following softer, more urgent knock made me open up.


  In spite of everything, I was pleased to see Rox standing there. Golly, they just really did it for me—they must, for me to be so horny about them under circumstances like these. That dark hair falling across those dark eyes and that dark wisp of a mustache . . . What can I say—I’m only human.


  “I came by in case you felt like reading some lines. You know, to prepare for tomorrow,” they said.


  I hesitated. If de Vries had lured me into a trap, surely Rox was part of it. They all were.


  Or were they . . . ? Standing there, looking at Rox framed by the gentle golden light of the hallway, my worries of a grand conspiracy to make me do something I still wasn’t sure about felt perhaps a little farfetched.


  “If you’d rather me go . . .”


  “Do come in,” I said, surprising myself. Not really. Well, perhaps a little. “I am very much in need of your help.”


  “Oh?”


  “I have no illusions of being discovered as some sort of hidden talent,” I said wryly, letting Rox inside. They were much taller than I was. I closed the door behind them, shutting it all the way. “I just don’t want to embarrass myself tomorrow.”


  “I’m sure you wouldn’t do so under any circumstances,” said Rox, “but I’m happy to give you some pointers. Where are you in the script?”


  “It arrived only a few moments ago . . .”


  “We’ll run through our scenes then, in order.” Rox looked around at the lack of chairs in my room. There was just the one—old, antique, and uncomfortable-looking. “Would you prefer to stand as we rehearse, block it out a bit, or . . .”


  I hopped up on the bed and scooched over. “Oh, just come and sit down. I think we’ll both be more comfortable that way.”


  “Is that so?”


  I shrugged. “Let’s find out.”


  Rox giggled and sat cross-legged on the opposite edge from me. The bed was a king, so there was a fair bit of distance between us, which I appreciated. I still wasn’t sure if I wanted to go to bed with Rox—more than I already had, I mean. As attracted to them as I was, I hadn’t forgotten that I was here under false pretenses. The play remained a fake, and I didn’t know who else knew that.


  And there was only one way to find out.


  “Do you know who translated the play?” I asked, trying my best to sound casual. “It’s very interesting. The anachronisms—”


  Rox looked wary. “Anachronisms?”


  “Sure,” I said. “I mean, it’s not trying to replicate eighteenth-century vocabulary and cadence, that’s obvious, but there are also . . . untimely references.”


  Rox nodded. “That’s because it’s both a translation and an updating of the text.”


  “Interesting choice for a play that’s never been performed, or even read in the original.”


  “Upton makes the interesting choices; that’s why he’s so respected. He said he felt the straight translation was too archaic to engage a modern audience, so he had a playwright by the name of Mindy Blandy give it a bit of finesse.” I narrowed my eyes at that name, so lacking in the most basic euphony that I suspected a fake. “Awful, I know,” said Rox, acknowledging my wince. “What were her parents thinking? Anyway, she’s quite modern in her style so she gave it the ole Rosencrantz and Guildenstern Are Dead treatment. That’s a play where—”


  “I know the play,” I said. “De Vries didn’t say anything about that. He said it had been found in a trunk.”


  “Well, we’re telling everyone different things,” said Rox, with a shrug. “I don’t mean lies, of course; I just mean different fact sets. It’s to build up the buzz. You’re not the only person we’ve invited here, of course,” they said. “Look: Upton has a knack for a marketing angle, so as we’ve been rehearsing, he’s been scanning the news for artists, politicians, influencers, writers—anyone who might have some sort of emotional connection to the production. Those people will then start to talk about it, with disparate stories, when it comes out, and that will plant the seeds for a viral media sensation.”


  I looked at Rox, lanky and winsome, and wanted to believe everything they were saying. It made so much sense, laid out like that. I had mentioned the title in my interview. I’m an artsy sort with a social media presence and connections to people with a larger social media presence. At the very least, they would have set up a Google alert for everything about the production, including the title, and then bam— I was there to be swooped down upon, and in a decent position to start some conversations about it online. My fascination with the story—minor though it was—just made me even more appealing as a mark.


  My stomach unclenched. “So,” I said, happy to be more at ease, “the first scene. When we read it together, do we . . . do we just read? Do we gesture?”


  “Get into the role,” advised Rox. “If you want to move, move. But remember, you’re just reading lines for Herman. You don’t have to act, just use a little inflection, to give the actors something to work with. Do you smoke pot?” That was, at that moment, exactly what I wanted to hear. I nearly swooned when Rox offered me a joint and a lighter. I sparked it immediately. “Good, relax. Now try it with me.” Rox plucked the joint out of my fingers and had a long toke and a longer exhalation.


  “You have observed my lord Ibn Ghazi as he broods and frets. Observe now his Apprentice,” they said, pitching their voice a little differently while playing the marquise. “You see a slave, sold to my lord to settle a debt. It is not such a dreadful life they lead, though neither is it one many would select, given the choice.”


  “Apprentice? Where are you?” I said, attempting a commanding air, and incredibly enough Rox didn’t even giggle. “Come forth! I have need of you!”


  Rox scooted forward. “Yes, my lord!” they said, bowing as well as they could while sitting cross-legged on a bed. “What troubles you? Let me take this small care from your shoulders, whatever it is, so your mind might more easily attend to matters of greater import.”


  My blood was up now, with Rox so close. I could smell their soap, herbal and fresh, wafting off their body in the warmth of my room. They’d showered before coming over, and their polka-dot pajamas hung so nicely upon them, the soft modesty afforded by the flannel in stark opposition to my preference.


  “Tell me, Apprentice—how long have my gates been shut to all who knocked upon them?” I am never the most mature of individuals, but I tried my best to keep a straight face. The thing was, my own gates had been shut far too long, and I was feeling that keenly with Rox so close.


  “Ten years, my lord,” said Rox, somehow looking up at me from beneath their dark lashes.


  “Not quite that long for me,” I said aloud, and then froze, instantly regretting my quip. I had just taken another hit off the joint and could blame that, if necessary.


  Rox stared at me, motionless. “Ad-libbing is not encouraged in this production,” they said evenly, to my mortification. “If you want to please de Vries, you’ll stick to the script.”


  “I see.” I have rarely been so embarrassed. This wasn’t the first time I’d made a pass at someone who’d passed on me, but I was feeling vulnerable in general, out there in the wilderness, and I was also surprised to have misread Rox so entirely. They’d come to my bedroom, after all—and sat on my bed! “Thank you. I’m glad you decided to stop by tonight to help me.”


  “For better or for worse,” said Rox, softening a bit at my discomfort, “and for better, I think—de Vries is very serious about this sort of thing. But if you’d care to read on, I think you’ll be pleased by the script.”


  The show must go on . . .


  I took a deep breath, tried to steady myself and mellow my countenance. “Ten years! Has it been so long?”


  “It has, my lord.”


  “I did not realize. It has seemed but a few weeks to me.”


  “You have been much pleased by your solitude, my lord.”


  Maybe Ibn Ghazi felt so, but not I. Rox was still looking at me keenly. It was unsettling, for I wished to display neither my disappointment in their rejection nor my continued hope for a reprieve.


  “Perhaps, then, it is time for me to consider the petitions of those who come to beg for my help. That is . . .” I paused dramatically, “. . . if they still come?”


  “Oh yes, my lord,” purred Rox. “They come often, begging for mercy, beating themselves against the doors and high walls of your estate! Their desire for you has not diminished one bit during your . . . sabbatical, I assure you.”


  “Poor things,” I said, keeping my voice studiously neutral. “If that is so, then I must answer the call. I enjoy the peace and prosperity of this city, even behind my walls, so I must give back to it. I must open my doors, even if I fear a reprise of the incident that caused me to shut them—”


  There was a knock then, oddly just where a knock was called for in the script. Even odder, it had sounded far-off, and as if someone beat more timidly upon a far larger door than my room possessed. I looked to Rox in confusion and saw their hand hovering hesitantly above the mahogany bedstead. A ring I had not noticed glinted on their finger—a snake, eating its own tail. I didn’t ask about it—or about what had been in that joint. Some of that MK-Ultra LSD that one guy had warned me about, painted right onto the filter?


  “Go you now and see who knocks on yonder gate,” I said, squinting at that line thrown in there among all the more modern phrasings. Apparently, Mindy Blandy’s finessing of the script wasn’t where de Vries had chosen to spend his money with this production. “Let us hear what they have to say to us.”


  “Are you sure, my lord?”


  I looked at the script. That line wasn’t there! Rox was the one adlibbing now. I looked up, not even bothering to mask my indignance, but they were smiling impishly.


  “A moment’s delay, that’s all,” they murmured, closing the distance between us. “It has been ten years, my lord. They can wait a bit longer . . .”


  Some time later, yet another knock roused us. This time, it was real.


  I took a deep breath of the fresh scents of a springtime garden— turned earth, new leaves, and blooming things. The heady aromas caressed me as sensually as my apprentice.


  “I suppose we should answer that,” I said, reaching for my robes. “Don’t you think?”


  “Yes, my lord.”


  It was a young woman, dressed in clothes as worn and mended as they had once been fine—a low-cut, parrot-green dress with a stiff bodice and skirts made more voluminous by false hips beneath yards of gathered cloth. She, too, looked like she had seen better days—but while she was obviously careworn, she was still dazzling, with captivating dark hair and eyes. She stood in silence for a moment, looking from one of us to the other, before clearing her throat.


  “May I have the honor of appealing to my lord Ibn Ghazi?” she asked.


  “I am Ibn Ghazi,” said I, a bit grandly even to my own ears. “Please, step into my garden, where we can speak more comfortably.”


  I was proud to show it to her—and to all of those who had come to knock upon my door. And, while I try in general to be humble in all things, I must say that my visitors’ wonder was not misplaced. The beauty of my garden had been my chief preoccupation for a decade, after all, and it showed in every leaf, twig, and flower.


  “Thank you, my lord,” said she, stepping across the threshold. “I am honored. I did not expect my plea to be answered.”


  “It may not be,” said I as I sat upon a low and rustic bench. I patted the space next to me. “Come and rest yourself in the cool shade beneath this fragrant jacaranda and tell me of your woes.”


  “It is my brother,” said she as the purple blossoms sifted down around us both. “Every night, he disappears. In the morning, he returns exhausted, having gambled away a little more of what remains of our dwindling fortune. I fear soon we will be left penniless. I have tried everything, my lord. I begged him, I saw a lawyer about reassigning our finances to me—I even followed him into the night several times only to have him elude me.”


  I stroked my beard, considering this dilemma. “And what would you like me to do about it?”


  “I would like you to give me your recipe for your famous powder that reveals the unseen! That way, when I follow my brother, his way will become clear to me.”


  I looked to my apprentice. They stood off to the side, appearing thoughtful but not swayed either way by this woman’s appeal.


  “Your dilemma is a tricky one,” said I. “Tricky for us both.”


  “Is it, my lord?”


  “Yes. Your story is a sad one. It breaks my heart—but I cannot help you. There are too many potentials and possibilities for me to decide in your favor, so I decide not at all.”


  The woman was indignant. “I came to you with this problem and you have the ability to solve it—which means any choice you make produces a result! To fail to act will have as many consequences as agreeing! And no man, not even you, can claim to know the true will of the universe.”


  I paused. I felt as if an enormous weight had been lifted off my shoulders and sat up a bit straighter for it.


  “My lady,” I said, “your words strike truer than any arrow. Your reasoning is sound. For all my cogitations upon this very matter, I never arrived at that conclusion—and much happier might I have been these last ten years if I had. Apprentice!”


  “Yes, my lord?”


  “Fetch this young woman a dose of my powder,” said I.


  “My lord is generous,” said she, though guardedly, as my apprentice took their leave of us.


  She was beautiful, with dark hair falling over her slender shoulders to brush the top of her large breasts. I found I wanted to please her, and was happy to have found a way to do so.


  “It is a grave thing, to be an alchemist,” said I. “We are the only people in the universe who can create something from nothing—not even woman can claim that! I beg your pardon. I do not seek to offend, of course.”


  “You do not. All I can say is that in spite of that power, I sense my lord is unhappy. But what could trouble someone such as you, who can create something from nothing?”


  “Walk with me,” I said, and offered her my arm. She took it, and we ambled on together, deeper into the garden. The jacaranda was not the only tree showing off, so I thought to take my companion on a stroll beneath the absolute riot of blossoms, for the sun was at such a height in the sky to filter gently through the boughs and catch the motes of pollen as they drifted in the lazy, shadow-cooled breeze. The smells of distant herbs and the buzzing of the bees were always so intoxicating to me, and I hoped she enjoyed them, too. “I will tell you, if you will listen. You see, I once dispensed remedies in the form of advice and alchemy to the people of this city. I was proud to have learned much, and proud to show it off, if I am being perfectly honest.


  “Then one day an older man came to me. He told me he was lucky to have amassed great wealth through his business, but a life spent chasing riches had left him without wife or heir. His sudden longing for both had sent him courting, but the daughters of the nobles failed to attract his notice. Instead, he married a beauty he saw in the fish market, a girl without wealth, family, or connections. He cherished her, and treated her well—gave her everything she wanted! And yet he suspected she was waiting until he was away from his home in order to flee its confines and go elsewhere—perhaps a young lover, given the difference in their ages.


  “He had asked her, but she denied it. He commanded the servants to look in on her, but they saw her neither leave nor come back. The man was desperate to find a way to force her to tell the truth, to confess her infidelity, and so I gave him some of the very powder you have requested today.


  “So armed, he confronted her at last. His wife fell to her knees and begged forgiveness. She said if he would give her privacy in this matter, she would never leave the house again without his permission. He told her no.” I removed my arm from the woman’s grasp as we walked and clasped my hands behind my back. I did not wish to be touched. Even after ten years, the entire palaver disturbed me. “When she would not, he used the powder upon her. She stood, disrobed, and then disrobed yet further, peeling off her human skin, which she wore like clothes, to reveal a she-lynx. With a yowl, she leaped away from him when he reached out to her, and was gone through the window of her room. He looked for her everywhere, but he never saw her again, and she never came back. In the end, he killed himself for sorrow.”


  “That is a terrible story, my lord,” said the woman. “I see now why you retreated from the world.”


  “I had the ability to aid people but not the wisdom to do so judiciously,” said I. “I blamed myself for the man’s death. I could not continue as I had. I shut my doors. I gave it all up . . .”


  My apprentice approached us just as we meandered back to the bench. They handed over the little bag of powder. I took it and gave it myself to the woman. I felt as if we had forged a connection—she by perceiving my secret sorrow, and I by telling her of it. I wanted this one more intimacy with her, however small.


  “Thank you, my lord,” said she, loosening the bag to inspect the fine granules within. “And thank you for what you are about to give me, too!” And with that, she tossed the powder into my face.


  “Reveal to me that which you are most desperate to see remain concealed!” cried she as I spat and snorted. “Tell me the formula for this powder of yours!”


  I had no choice. I began to recite it against my will. “First, take you the horn of a chamois, and grind it fine. That is your base. Put you into that six homunculus teeth, also ground fine. Make sure they are from a young homunculus. Mix with a fork carved from a harpy’s femur.”


  I kept going. I could not stop. I revealed the formula entirely, every step, every ingredient, every required transmutation and necessary reaction. After I was done, I fell to my knees in rage and defeat. The woman stole away with her knowledge as my apprentice saw to me.


  “I got it!” cried someone—it was Herman Diaz, apparently completely recovered from his terrible illness; his cheeks even had the flush of rude health to them, rather than the pallor of a convalescent. He held a notebook in his hands and was finishing up scribbling something. I shook my head. I appeared to be standing in a forest just turning to fall, small bursts of gold and orange against the green-black pine boughs. But I was sure it had just been spring . . . “I got it all! What about you, Vera?”


  “I got it, too,” said Vera. She was standing by my side. She was holding her phone; she’d been recording something while dressed in her lavish costume. I, too, was in costume—robes of sapphire blue over a jacket and pantaloons of azure cloth threaded with gold, belted all together with a broad red sash. I also had pointed cloth shoes on my feet and, it seemed, some sort of cloth wrapping on my head.


  I did not remember donning those robes, nor could I account for their exquisite fit. Diaz, whose role I had volunteered to fill, was far taller and leaner than I. His costume would never have fit me; these had been custom-made.


  “What happened?” I said, taking a step back. “Where am I?”


  I felt someone behind me. I flinched away from an obscure figure, robed and veiled. It was Rox Teasley; they unhooked the gauzy scarf covering their face.


  “Easy,” said Rox. “I know you must be disoriented, but you’re safe. All is well.”


  Upton de Vries was there too, wearing a very sharp sport coat, hip T-shirt, and stiff jeans—and his big hat from the day before, the one with the absurd feather.


  “My child!” he cried. “You did so well! And now you are enjoying your answers, are you not? It is your reward for the performance of a lifetime!” He started applauding me. No one joined him.


  “What the fuck are you talking about?” I said, and they all gasped as if I’d slapped him across the mouth. “Oh, come on.”


  “There is no need for profanities,” said de Vries, looking miffed. “We are all civilized here. Please, won’t you come back with us, we can sit down and have a drink and talk—”


  “No!” I exclaimed, boggling at them all. They were all acting as if my complaints were somehow unreasonable. “Talk here.”


  “All right,” said Rox, stepping forward. “What do you want to know?”


  “Where am I?”


  “In the courtyard of Ouroboros House,” said Rox. “We maintain a kind of forest here, for our . . . unique purposes. You would have seen it from the air as you arrived.”


  “What unique purposes? Who are you people? Why am I here? For goodness sake, give me an answer that doesn’t raise ten more questions!”


  Rox looked unsure how to proceed. Their eyes flitted to de Vries, and they shared some sort of brief, silent exchange.


  “It matters no longer,” said de Vries.


  “I agree,” said Herman Diaz. He sounded almost bored. “We have what we need. Reveal whatever you like; nobody will believe the story. I mean, nobody ever has before.”


  My stomach knotted in that unique way it does when I realize I’ve been made a fool of. Of course someone like Rox would never have looked at me unless there was some ulterior motive—attraction had nothing to do with it.


  “How many nobodies?” I asked quietly. I didn’t look at Rox.


  “It’s not like that,” they said as I continued not to look at them. I was hurt, of course I was—and the confusion I felt over what was real and what was not did not help. Had Rox and I really gone to bed together? When had I slipped into a dream?


  “How many?”


  “You are the ninth such attempt—the ninth since 1844, ten years after this house was built by the founders of the Hentopan Society,” said Rox. “Hen To Pan means—”


  “All is one.”


  “Yes! And indeed, all is one. Everything in the universe is made of the same stuff, do you see? And memories are a part of that stuff—just like chemicals and sensations and experiences. So we all have the same memories—all of us! You, a star, the first drop of rain that strikes the surface of a lake before a storm . . . we are all the same! But that doesn’t mean we all have an equal share—or perhaps it’s that we just don’t have the same experience of it. How could we? Things like déjà vu are how most of us interpret the sensation of experiencing the memories of another—that fragment of song you don’t know where you heard it, the queer feeling you got that one time, when you saw that stranger’s profile at a certain angle across a crowded room at an otherwise forgettable party . . . Some of these experiences stand out more than others, do they not? As for you”—Rox stepped forward and took me by the hands— “you brilliant creature! You possessed an enormous share of the memory of Ibn Ghazi himself when he was tricked into reciting the formula for his powder. The recipe was otherwise lost until this very moment. His apprentice died without making a record of their knowledge, and the girl perished with her brother. Ibn Ghazi with his own hand destroyed every copy after that incident. It’s incredible, is it not?”


  “And so you . . .” I shook my head. “I still can’t see the shape of this.”


  “How could you? This plan of ours was occult in every sense of the word. It took us over a century to succeed—and we’re no strangers to this sort of problem. The reason the Hentopan Society was founded was to make sure no alchemical knowledge would ever be truly lost. Our entire mission is to retrieve and harvest collective memories using information control, hypnosis, sometimes drugs . . . We’ve recovered twentyseven other so-called lost recipes during the last nearly two centuries, but . . . this one has ever been the most delicate. We were looking for something so specific that we had to devise new techniques, including how to control all information related to Ibn Ghazi’s garden in an age when almost everything can be found if one looks hard enough. Lovecraft, you see, possessed no discernable memory of the incident; he read about Ibn Ghazi and his powder in that travelogue. But for once, we did not interfere when he published ‘The Dunwich Horror’—nor when Fantasy Flight Games popularized the name to a broader population. We felt it would be good to allow a phrase or two to rattle around in pop cultural discourse, so that it might jog someone’s memory. And, eventually, it did.”


  “Was the powder you used on me as fake as everything else about this place?” The question hadn’t sounded as petulant in my mind as it did rolling off my tongue.


  “Potato starch.” Rox said it gently, but I felt the impact just the same. “We didn’t need the actual powder. We didn’t need you to reveal what you’d prefer be concealed.” I blushed, which made me angry. “We just needed to liberate your memories of what you already knew from your mind. So we softened you up with a mystery that allowed us to place you physically in the same circumstances as Ibn Ghazi had been when he recited the formula for his powder. The cocktail of drugs painted on the end of the filter of that joint helped you disassociate.”


  “But how could you know I’d smoke it?”


  “We follow you on Twitter. You never followed us back . . .” Rox shrugged.


  Whether the Hentopan Society succeeded in duplicating the powder of Ibn Ghazi I do not know. I left that night by helicopter at my own insistence. Rox and de Vries implored me to stay until the morning, citing the darkness, the need to rebook my tickets, and so on, but I said I would rather stay at the Philadelphia Airport than in Ouroboros House, which, thinking back on it, was probably the most concise way I could have expressed the level of contempt I felt for them all.


  When I was left at PHL by the helicopter pilot, I finally emailed my nearly frantic mother an apology for worrying her, full of explanations for my silence as false as the pretenses that had brought me to the Poconos. I made use of the internet in a few ways, actually: I looked, and was unsurprised to discover, that the names of all the actors were real, but none of them had been anyone I’d met. And I looked, but I could find no Twitter account among my followers that seemed like it belonged to Rox Teasley or the Hentopan Society. I briefly considered protecting my tweets, but decided against it. They had already obtained that which they wanted from me, and my latest short story was due to be published in a week. I’d need to promote it on social media.


  As we idled on the jetway I fell asleep in the first-class seat de Vries had rebooked for me, and dreamed of Ibn Ghazi. I was him again, curled into myself and weeping as I lay upon the floor of my luxurious bedchamber in my fine home. In that moment, I was thinking of my failure with the old gentleman and his young lynx bride, and all my other errors in judgment. I felt the weight of my mistakes pressing down on me, a cairn of regret. How much evil I had wrought in my terrible arrogance...


  Eventually, my apprentice found me in my misery. The gentle touch of their hands roused me, and they coaxed me back to myself. I reached out with Ibn Ghazi’s hand and unhooked my apprentice’s veil—only to awaken with a start when I revealed the mercurial, alluring visage of Rox Teasley.


  I stared at the cloud-shadowed plains below, wondering if I had brushed against another memory of Ibn Ghazi’s—or if it had been merely a dream? Then again, does it even matter? All is one . . . I haven’t just seen the evidence of that, of course. I’ve been it.


  I’ve told a few people this story since it happened, and now I am telling you for reasons we are both well aware of. You know I never went to the press. And no, I never tried to track them down to seek revenge. I’m still not sure if they wronged me, really.


  There is nothing for me in Ouroboros House, or within the wild, small garden it protects. But now you may go—or at least try to go, if you wish. I am pleased to help you indulge your desires with regard to the Hentopan Society, but the time has come for you to indulge me. Give me the draft of forgetting you promised me, so I may erase all memory of the garden of Ibn Ghazi from my mind. It was never mine to begin with. I shall be glad to be rid of it, for I suspect once that phrase is gone, so shall go many things associated with it. Putting it behind me is, I am sure, for the best.


  LAUGHTER AMONG THE TREES


  SUZAN PALUMBO


  The highway to the campground cuts through the granite Laurentian Plateau like a desiccated wound. It’s been twenty-five years since I’ve retraced this road and, though the comfort stops along the route have been expanded and streamlined, the forest and rock remain the same: ancient, silent, and unflinching.


  I was fourteen when we retreated southwest on this stretch to the suburbs of Toronto—me in the back of my parents’ station wagon, the emptiness of Sab’s seat corroding our ability to speak. I couldn’t look through the rear window as we sped away. I didn’t want to acknowledge we were abandoning the search—leaving Sab behind.


  Now, as I pull into a rest stop a hundred kilometers before the park, the nauseating mix of hamburger and exhaust churning my stomach, I know going back for my sister is all I have left.


  We’d landed in Toronto in the late seventies with a swell of West Indian immigrants. The sepia-washed prints from the time show me as a preschooler in my first snowsuit or drowning in a too-large hockey jersey. Typical pictures of newcomers sporting the trappings of being Canadian.


  We lived with my paternal aunt Indra and her husband in their crowded Midtown duplex while saving to buy our own place.


  “We get nothing for free,” was Mom’s mantra. Whether she was convincing herself we had a right to be here or that leaving home for this cold, strange place was worth the sacrifice, I couldn’t tell. Either way, it was the truth. She and Dad worked two jobs each, cleaning and trades respectively. They expected me to carry their work ethic to school with me when I turned four.


  “You talk stupid,” a boy named Michael said my first day.


  “No, I don’t,” I snapped, offended by what my mother would have called Michael’s rude mouth. A week later our teacher, Miss Matthews, called me to work with her in the hall.


  “Ana, some words say ‘th,’ not ‘t,’ like ‘three’ and ‘tree.’” She demonstrated by placing her tongue between her teeth and blowing. “Can you hear the difference?” Her smile made me ache. Miss Mathews was brown-haired and pretty like the people on TV and I couldn’t talk right.


  “Yes,” I lied.


  We breathed lies, contorting our tongues; bending our bodies to suit the cold; feigning that we fit this place. We weren’t taken in by ourselves. No one was. We flailed perpetually, unanchored.


  Then, my parents had Sabrina.


  Sab came home from the hospital with a crown of black ringlets and the legitimacy of a Canadian birth certificate. Even as a mewling newborn it was as if the city had been fashioned for her, unlike my parents and me, who’d been transplanted too late. She crawled early and seized everything with a tiny iron fist. Old women stopped to coo at her long lashes on our summer walks. Mothers at the community center invited her over for playdates with their Gerber baby children. I tagged along, playing with the younger kids and their toys, always deferent to adorable Sab.


  “Are there jumbies in this forest?” Sab had asked on the drive up to the park. I bit the inside of my bottom lip. Relatives had seasoned us in whispers of obeah women and devil spirits who lured you to your death. I’d had the same thought but when you’re fourteen, you didn’t admit such childish fears to your parents. With Sab, their baby, they were indulgent.


  “Nah,” Dad said chuckling. “Here don’t have bad spirit like that. We have to lock up we food, otherwise raccoons and ting go come and eat we stuff. The rest, ghost and devil, dem ting is back home foolishness.”


  A weighted quiet shifted into the car—one where the bumps of the station wagon’s wheels on the asphalt resonated in unison with my heartbeat.


  “They’re real,” Mom said, cutting Dad off before he could continue laughing. She hadn’t wanted us to go camping; kept saying it was dangerous and dirty up until the moment we left. Her jaw flexed in the front seat. I couldn’t see from where I was sitting if she was angry or in one of her moods. She had them often. She’d gaze into the distance, as if she were transfixed by someone. There was never anyone there. All we could do was wait, speaking in hushed voices until she rejoined us.


  My shoulders tensed in the car.


  “What you mean, Elsie?” Dad glanced at her. She stared at the highway, mouth clamped. I shivered as if an icy set of hands had grabbed my forearms. Goose pimples prickled up my arms; I rubbed them, trying to keep warm.


  “Look.” Sab pointed out her window. Holsteins grazing in a field slipped past us. The pressure in the car eased.


  “I did cut grass for de cow and dem back home.” Dad chuckled cautiously. Ma’s jaw relaxed a fraction. I laughed over-hard at Dad’s jokes for the rest of the drive, trying to dislodge the lingering cold that had branched into my collarbone and leaked into my ribs.


  Mom didn’t speak until we reached the park.


  The site Dad had booked wasn’t tranquil or a pristine wilderness like the brochures claimed. Hair metal wafted on the breeze, along with the thick scent of bacon and charred beef patties. Kids crashed through the woods, playing a violent iteration of tag or screaming Marco Polo. Still, the air was fresher than in the city and the trees were a lush green. Mom had overpacked, as usual. While I helped her unload the car, Sab chased chipmunks. At ten she was still too small to help, according to everyone except me.


  I sat on a lawn chair when we were finished, with a copy of The Count of Monte Cristo I’d borrowed from the library. Some kids had joined Sab’s chipmunk hunt. I watched them whispering at the base of a tree. They leaned toward each other, already familiar, conspiratorial. Sab could do that—make people love her instantly. They all nodded then, approached Mom as a pack.


  “Can we go to the playground up the road?” Sab gestured to the ragtag group behind her.


  Mom looked down, ignoring their dirt-smeared faces. The creases in her forehead deepened. I smirked, bracing for Sab’s incoming tantrum. We weren’t allowed to roam the streets at home with school friends much less a group of complete strangers in the woods. “We don’t know their family,” Dad said whenever I’d asked to go to someone’s house.


  “Okay—” Mom said. She looked up and stared at me. I bit the raw spot inside my lip. Blood diffused across my tongue.


  “Yes!” Sab jumped.


  “—but Anarika has to come with you.” I rolled my eyes. Mom sucked air in between her teeth.


  “Don’t cut your eye at me, gyal,” she said. “Get some exercise.” She turned to Sab. “Not too long and mind your sister, you hear?” Sab raced down the road with her new crew without a glance back.


  “Fine,” I said under my breath, bringing my book and stomping after them.


  Set in a rectangular clearing across from the flush toilets and hot water showers was a steep metal slide, a seesaw, and a set of swings. Sab and a smaller boy ran toward the swings. I settled on the park bench nearby and ignored their screeching. No one had acknowledged me on the short walk up. I didn’t have the allure of a cool older sibling. I wasn’t pretty or athletic. Then again, I wasn’t interested in playing with these dirty kids either. The Count of Monte Cristo was better company. I sunk into my book, glancing up only after Edmund Dantes had discovered the treasure-filled cave that would finance his revenge.


  The park was silent.


  “Sab?” Her name echoed, mocking me. The playground was empty. I left my book and searched the clearing. She wasn’t behind the rusted slide. I circled the washrooms, flinging each door open.


  “Sab!” I called, my voice fraying like tattered cloth.


  Every stall was vacant.


  The stench of pee made my eyes water. No, that isn’t true. I was crying. My throat contracted around a sob. Could she have gone back without me? Did she remember I’d come along? Mom and Dad would kill me for letting their baby out of my sight. I slid my back down the washroom building’s wall and pulled my knees up to my chest, taking up as little space as possible. What if I walked into the forest and kept going until there was no light? Until I reached a place where no one could see the disappointment I was?


  A twig bounced off my head and landed next to my foot. I picked it up between my thumb and index finger and looked up. Sab and her friends were perched in a massive tree. The smaller boy huddled next to her, giggling.


  “Not funny,” I yelled. I stood, pitched the twig back at them, and marched to the bench, drenched in the embarrassment that they’d witnessed me crying.


  “Bye, Greg. Bye, Ashley, Chris,” Sab called. Seconds later, she was at my heels.


  “It was a joke,” she said, panting. “It was Greg’s idea.” She flopped on the bench. I searched either side of her.


  “Move,” I said, pushing her aside. “Where’s my book?”


  “Ow! What book?” She massaged her wrist. “Maybe an animal took it.”


  “You’re the animal, Sab.” I started walking back to camp. She was beside me, like a shadow, again.


  “You better not say anything. I’ll tell Mom you were reading your stupid book and never even watched me.” I stopped, rage throbbing against the chill inside me, trembling with the effort of holding myself back from grabbing her throat and choking her until she shut up for good. She’d perfected the art of threatening to tell on me over the past year to get what she wanted. Her eyes sparkled; the trace of a smile rippled the surface of her lips.


  I exhaled and left her standing there.


  Back at camp, I shut my mouth. Mom would say it served me right for bringing the book and then been mad that we had to pay a fine.


  That night, Dad singed chicken dogs on the fire. I crammed them in my mouth, scalding my tongue and ignoring dumb Sab. Smoke ribboned around me, drawing me closer to the crackling heat.


  “Move back, Ana,” Dad said. “I don’t want you to catch fire.”


  I wanted the flames to swallow me. I wanted to burn up.


  “Ana.” Sab nudged me in my sleeping bag that night. “I have to pee.”


  “So go pee.”


  “Come with me.”


  I turned my back to her and covered my head.


  “I’ll pee my pants and tell Mom you didn’t help me.”


  “Urgh.” I shimmied out of my bag and unzipped the door. She was right—Mom would be vexed if I didn’t help her. She crawled outside and moved to the left a few steps away. The night was as dark as molasses and awash in a tide of chirping insects. I couldn’t make out the station wagon or our parents’ tent next to ours. Even the stars were dim. I grabbed the flashlight behind me and flicked it on.


  “Don’t shine the light on me,” Sab whispered.


  “Who wants to see you pee? Come on, there’s mosquitoes.” But it wasn’t the bugs that made want to slip back inside. The darkness was heavy, as if the press of an unseen gaze draped my skin. We weren’t alone. As I waited for her trickling to stop, footsteps approached. Breathing, steady but shallow, carried on the breeze. It curled round the flare of my left ear and froze my spine.


  “What’s that?” Sab asked.


  I peered toward the steps, but it was if an opaque cloth been drawn around our tent.


  “Hurry up,” I whispered. My heart smashed against my ribs. I bit fresh blood from my lip. I swung the light.


  “Greg?” Sab asked. The smaller boy from the park stood there, shielding his eyes from the glare. My stomach dropped.


  “What are you doing here?” I hissed.


  “Ashley and Chris saw a moose by the river—wanna come see, Sab?” He spoke with a musical lilt similar to my parents but flatter, like he was mimicking them. None of the kids at the park had been West Indian, had they? In the light, Greg was sallow and thin. He wore a pair of canvass shorts and a short-sleeved button-up shirt with a crest on the pocket. It looked like a school uniform. Shadow shrouded his eyes, even with the light pointed at them. When I recall his face now, the image of a yellowed skull atop an emaciated body materializes and a shudder shakes my core.


  “How’d they find a moose?” I puffed myself up, leaning on my age as a mark of authority.


  “Let’s go see.” Sab was next to him.


  “It’s behind the trees on our side. You can come, too.” He kept his boney head trained on Sab. There couldn’t be any moose. Maybe some stranger was using him to lure Sab away.


  “No.” I planted my feet. “Sab can’t go either.”


  “We’ll be back in five minutes.” He wasn’t asking. This emboldened Sab.


  “Yeah. Five minutes. Give us the light.” She grabbed and yanked at the flashlight with the exact iron strength she’d had as a baby. I pulled back. “Come on, Ana. You’re jealous he wanted to show me and not you.”


  I let go. Sab stumbled backwards with the flashlight in her hands. She stood up beside Greg and dusted herself off.


  “Five,” Greg said. He turned without waiting for an answer. I grabbed Sab’s elbow before she could follow him.


  “Don’t go.” My whisper was hoarse, pleading. She faced me, the light pointed down.


  “Stop. I’ll tell Dad you wrote about wanting to kiss Mia from gym in your diary.”


  The sick glee in her voice skewered me. My grip went slack. I watched her fade into the darkness with Greg.


  I should have dragged her back or screamed and woken the entire campground. Instead, I stood outside the tent, shivering, every muscle in my body coiled with rage and shame like a spring. I crawled inside when my legs were numb.


  “Why you let her go?” I imagined Mom yelling. “You supposed to protect her.” I slipped back into my sleeping bag and lay awake deep into the night, waiting for Greg’s footsteps; listening for Sab’s voice whispering, “Let me in.”


  “ANA!” Mom was shaking me, bruising her fingers into my shoulders. “Where’s Sab?”


  “I don’t know,” I mumbled. She let go of me. I heard the zip door, then her yelling, “I can’t find she anywhere.”


  I sat up and hugged my knees, my eyes still glued with sleep. The cold had trickled down my ribs and formed a hard mass in the pit of my stomach.


  Dad poked his head in the tent. “Anarika, get dressed. We can’t find yuh sister.”


  I waited with Mom while Dad drove to the registration office to get help. She paced, wringing her hands. “No. No. Not again,” she mumbled to herself. When Dad returned with a park ranger, she went silent.


  “Was Sabrina playing with anyone yesterday that she might have gone off with?” the ranger asked.


  “Yeah,” I said. “A kid named Greg?” Mom flinched like the name had whipped her.


  “Greg,” the ranger repeated. “Good.”


  The four of us went to the other campsites to ask if Sab was there.


  With each “No,” Mom grew more unstable, until she couldn’t walk without stumbling. At one point she covered her ears as if trying to shut a voice out. Ashley and Chris’s mom sat her down and offered her some water.


  “Don’t worry,” their mother said. “We’re going to find Sabrina. Kids wander off like this all the time.” She was lying. I knew because a few minutes later she gave Ashley and Chris a sharp look and said, “You two stay here. No running off.”


  Dad and the ranger returned an hour later without Sab. No one had come camping with a boy named Greg.


  ***


  The police created checkpoints and organized a search party to comb the woods. By noon, Aunty Indra had driven up with a recent picture of Sab. Mom clung to her when they hugged, like she was about to collapse.


  The picture was of Sab in a white frilly dress from her tenth birthday party. Her smile was angelic, dimpled, nothing like the bossy brat from the night before.


  Officer Saunders introduced himself to us. He was tall and built like a stone wall.


  “I’m your contact,” he said, “If you have any questions, call me.” He took us to a nearby motel. We weren’t permitted to bring our gear with us. Our tent, car, all of it was part of the scene—even the bags with our clothes were evidence. Amid the flurry of interviews and police, Mom kept leaning on me. She’d never been so soft with me, not since we left back home. I was supposed to be responsible and strong. In the car she put one arm around me and rocked.


  Officer Saunders interviewed us, trying to get information about what had happened to Sab. They had no leads except for what I reported about Greg. I sat between Mom and Dad when he spoke with me at the little table in our motel room.


  “Did you see this boy, Greg?” “What did he look like?” “Why would Sabrina go off with him?” “What did she say about him?” “Did you hear anything last night?” “Did you wake up at all? Not even to go to the bathroom?”


  I answered, “No” or shook my head to all of his questions, not trusting myself to speak. Mom and Dad leaned toward me. I kept waiting for Sab to interrupt or Dad to crack a joke. But they were breathless, hanging on my every gesture and syllable. I savoured the lurid sweetness of it. You shouldn’t like this, I thought and then heaved. Mom crushed me into her chest. I sobbed. I didn’t deserve her sympathy. I should have been dead in the mud like Sab probably was.


  “We’re doing our best to find your daughter.” Officer Saunders’s voice had softened. He shook Dad’s hand. Mom got up and went to sit on the bed.


  As the door closed behind Officer Saunders, I heard him say, “These animals don’t watch their kids.”


  We were updated each morning and afternoon for the next three days. On the fourth day, a detective wanted to talk to Mom and Dad privately. I went with Officer Saunders to an identical motel room. He placed a plastic bag in front of me at the table. Inside was my copy of The Count of Monte Cristo, muddied and torn.


  “Is this yours?” he asked, concern masking his disgust for us. “Yes,” I said, relieved I wouldn’t have to say it was missing.


  “Did you lose it?”


  “I left it on the bench at the playground on the first day. When I went back to get it with Sab, it was gone. Where was it?”


  “We found it by the river.” His faded denim-colored eyes fastened on me like fish hooks. My stomach cramped. I forced myself to keep still.


  “Can I have it back?” I said, stifling the wobble in my voice. “It’s from the library.”


  “Sure.” His lips rose in a toothless smile. “You know, I have a kid sister. Was Sab annoying like mine?” He watched me shake my head. He didn’t believe me but didn’t press more. He took me back to my parents when the detective was done.


  “I’m not leaving.” Mom was trembling. I sat next to her on the couch. She put her arm around me to steady herself.


  “What about Ana?” Dad’s laughter had withered. He pointed at me with his open palm. “She can’t stay here de whole time, we can’t send she back to stay with my sister alone.”


  Mom shrunk next to me. She stared at her feet.


  “Okay,” she said quietly. “For Ana.” Heat rose in my cheeks. I buried my face in her shoulder.


  A week later, we packed our belongings that had been released and drove back to the city. Officer Saunders remained our contact. He called every week to update us on the search. As the summer wore on, his calls became less frequent. They dwindled into the winter, becoming a drip that eventually dried up.


  Sab’s case was stone cold.


  ***


  My parents went back to work a month after we returned.


  “Bills don’t stop even when yuh child lost,” Dad mumbled the morning of his first day back.


  I spent the oven-hot days reading or watching TV. On Thursdays, I stayed at Aunt Indra’s for company at Aunt Indra’s insistence. But where I was invisible before, now, the family tiptoed around me like a thin teacup. I’d walk into a room and my cousins would clam up. “Aunties” I’d never met would sip tea in the kitchen, clucking about how sorry they were for my mama. Their pity, so viscous I gagged on it.


  Mom would call me when she was home from work and I’d walk over. When Dad returned, we’d eat in tomb silence before he left to drink himself unconscious in the garage. Mom had all the time in the world for me now. In between her bouts of unresponsiveness her words were blunt and sweet. She made my favourite curries. She hugged me every night even though my longing to be tucked in had faded years ago.


  Sab remained between us. Her absence slicked over my skin, like a membrane. I glimpsed her, as she was, bounding up the stairs; breathed her scent as I walked by her locked room; heard her whisper, “shut up, loser” before I drifted to sleep. I never saw Greg again. He’d gotten what he’d wanted.


  One night, while looking at myself in the mirror, Sab’s voice clawed up my throat reflexively. “You’re ugly. Everyone hates you.”


  “You’re a bitch, Sab,” I snapped back.


  A smile cracked my lips. From then on, whenever I was alone, I spoke for Sab.


  There were no school hikes for me. No week-long grade ten wilderness trip or renting a cabin at Wasaga Beach with my friends when I turned seventeen. Mom kept me home from everything “wild.” I was free, as long as I was caged within the steel and concrete confines of the city.


  When she walked in on me and Marit, a university “friend” I’d brought home, kissing on my bed, she closed the door without a word. We went downstairs, braced for a fight. Mom was sitting at the kitchen table, waiting.


  “All yuh want some cake?” she asked, as if this were a cherished routine.


  “Yes, thank you,” Marit said. She slid into the chair across from my mother and quirked her lips into a smile. I raised my eyebrows as Mom stiffened and passed Marit a plate of coconut cake. I remember stilted small talk and Marit asking my mother about her job while being utterly charming. Mom looked back and forth between us. When Marit had licked her fork clean, we walked her to the door.


  “Come back anytime.” Mom was distant but sincere.


  “Thank you, Mrs. Dindiyal. I will.” Marit winked at me before she turned and left. I closed the door and leaned my back against it.


  “So?” I asked, breaking the prickly silence. “Do you like her?”


  “Ana.” She grimaced, like she’d tasted rancid milk. “She looks like an older Sab.”


  “Fuck that.” I left her at the bottom of the stairs. I locked myself in my bathroom and steadied myself against the vanity. A voice bubbled up my throat. It was grittier than my earlier versions of Sab’s voice.


  “She looks exactly like me,” I whispered. I wretched bile into the sink until the acid scorched my throat.


  I moved out after graduation and survived by feeding off my memories of Sab like a maggot. I blended her voice with mine, usurped her unquestioning confidence to land a job at a prestigious law firm; transposed her charm into adulthood and used it to fuck the women I wanted. I locked pathetic Ana inside me, trotting her out for family and the occasional drinks with Marit. I flooded the space left by Sab while it ate Dad’s liver and stole Mom’s connection to the present.


  I constructed the life I dreamed Sab would have had and lived it. Sab owned a waterfront condo and sipped champagne with top-tier clients. Sab was profiled in the Saturday paper as the quintessential immigrant success story. Sab comforted relatives and said, “Thank you for coming,” at Dad’s funeral. Sab organized Mom’s move into a nursing home when she could no longer live alone.


  Sab, Sab, Sab. I glutted myself on the potential of her unfinished life. Yet, the frost that had blossomed in me so long ago had fractalized, coating my intestines and invading my lungs. Sometimes, I’d take a knife to the inside of my upper arm and slide the blade beneath my skin to check if I was completely numb. The face reflected in the blade was always my own.


  Soon, I only allowed Ana to crawl out of the morgue inside me to visit Mom at the retirement home.


  The lights in Mom’s apartment were dim. She let me in, kissed me on the cheek, and sat on her couch, staring at the empty park across the street.


  “How are you?” I tried to catch her eye. The bouts of disassociation had lengthened. “Did you take your meds today?” I put my hand on her lap, hoping to get her attention. She didn’t move.


  “Do you see him?” she asked, never taking her eyes from the park.


  “Mom?”


  “The boy in de uniform.” The tremor in her voice matched the chill that surged within me. My heart battered my ribcage like it did that night in the dark. “I was eleven.” She stood and went to rifle through her dresser drawer. My stomach turned in the interval. Don’t tell me, don’t tell me, I thought. Let it burn with you in the crematorium when you die. My palms slicked with sweat.


  She came back with an envelope. Inside were black-and-white photos of her as a child standing next to a boy three or four years younger than her. She flipped one of the tarnished pictures over. The words Cousins Elsie and Greg, 1962 were written in block letters on the back.


  I snatched the photo from her, my hands shaking. Greg was well fed and sturdy, nothing like the skeletal boy we’d encountered in the woods.


  “How?”


  “We went to play by de river.” She talked as I studied the other pictures. “It had heavy rain, but I didn’t want to go straight home from school and tie up the goats.” She paused, allowing space for me to speak. I was frozen, my jaw locked around the truth about Sab and that night too awful to speak. “Greg’s face was all bruised up like he get beat with a stick when they pulled him out de water.” She swallowed. “Papa made me see him. ‘Look,’ he said. ‘Look what your carelessness did.’” Her eyes shifted, tracking movement from the swings to the slide. She quivered, her eyes never leaving the park.


  I put my arm around her. Exhaustion had eroded her strength. She was brittle, a shred of the mother I’d known. She’d snap if I squeezed too hard.


  “I couldn’t let you go to de woods after what happened to Sab. I heard him laughing, that day, after that ranger man came.”


  I swallowed.


  Mama pushed me to leave. Said, “‘Dis go haunt you here.’ You can’t outrun the past, Ana, even if it’s dead and drowned in another country.” She fell silent. We sat in the dark, Mom barely moving. I left after she’d readied for bed.


  Ma passed away soon after. I cremated the photos with her. Not long after, I pushed a full cart down the aisles of the local camping outfitter. I bought the gear I needed, then texted Marit.


  I stood on Marit’s porch. We hadn’t seen each other in nine months.


  “Hey, Ana.” She flashed her knee-weakening smile, taking me in. “I’ll help unload the car.”


  “No,” I held my palm up. “I have to do this alone.” She put her hands in the air and then crossed them over her stomach when I didn’t laugh.


  I crashed around with poles and spikes for the next hour in her backyard while she watched from the window. I was drenched in sweat, but the tent went up. At six, she dragged me inside and plied me with pizza and beer. Her curly hair was up, and her face still dimpled when she smiled. This is what Sab would have looked like, beautiful; nothing like the fraud I had become. I strained against the repulsive attraction to Marit welling inside me.


  At eight, I left her in the kitchen and went out to the tent. I lay on my back, listening to the crickets in her yard. A moment later Marit unzipped the door.


  “Sleepover?” Mischief shone in her eyes.


  “No.” I looked up at the ceiling.


  “Ana, we both have a lot of practice sleeping alone. You’ve got this portion down.” I relented and she settled in next to me.


  “Where are you going?” she asked.


  “Can’t say.”


  “Then why?”


  “To find someone,” I answered. She pursed her lips. I grabbed her hand and laced my fingers in hers—it was the only explanation I could offer her.


  “You’re always cold.” She let go of my hand and reached over to stroke my left arm. The warm weight of her on top of me cracked the shell of ice inside me. I cupped her face and kissed her cinnamon mouth so hard it took both of our breaths away. She pulled away first. Sorrow flooded her face, making the tiny muscles in her chin twitch. I bit my lip. She knew what I wanted.


  “I hate you.” The words were molten. I pulled her down and we melted into each other.


  On my way out of the city, a few weeks after, I mailed her my will.


  The girl in the camp office is blue-eyed and rose-cheeked. Her sun-kissed blond hair pulled into a messy ponytail. She’s the perfect poster girl for the health benefits of the Canadian outdoors.


  “Keep the blue on your dash. The white you can clip to the post at your campsite,” she explains as she hands me my permits. Her smile is river-rock smooth. She gives me a few park programming schedules with my receipt for firewood. It’s prohibited to bring your own wood in case you blight the forest with a foreign disease.


  “Thanks, I’ll check these out.” Another lie to add to the ledger of falsehoods I’ve told. The exchange reminds me of Miss Matthews. I’m fifteen years older than she was back then and the memory of her still makes me quake.


  I put the firewood in the truck and rumble down the gravel roads to my lot. It’s a different site, radio free and silent, on the complete opposite side of the park. But it’s right.


  I fall asleep exhausted after pitching the tent and wake up starving. I hike the next day. The quiet of the woods is distinct from the deathly silence of a house. It’s full and I submerge myself in it.


  The second night is cooler. The darkness is so damp, it sluices against my skin. I sit by the fire wrapped in a blanket late into the night, reading a copy of The Count of Monte Cristo I’ve brought with me.


  “Anarika.” The crisp whisper in my ear makes the hair on my neck stand. My eyes adjust. Smoldering embers are all that’s left of the fire. “Come on, loser,” the words, breathed on my lips this time, taste of ash. “Come down to the river.”


  Sab’s standing across from me, an emaciated girl shrouded in gray smoke. Her eye sockets are stuffed with writhing worms; a rictus grin is plastered across her face. I recoil. No, I don’t want to go with her. I want to go back to the city. But this is a debt I must pay. I toss The Count of Monte Cristo into the fire. The flames rekindle and consume it. I grab my flashlight.


  Sab holds a gaunt hand up.


  “No light,” she hisses. I slip the flashlight in my pocket and follow her into the trees.


  She walks ahead of me, smoke trailing from her skeletal frame. I struggle to keep up, tripping over rocks and twigs. The forest closes in. The air is humid, hard to breathe. Branches entangle me, ripping at my skin. They claw at my face, penetrating my mouth. I’m a bloodied mess when we reach a low cliff above a moonlit river. Sab’s below me on the rocky bank.


  “Come on, stupid,” she says in my ear. She shoves my back. I stumble down the mossy rocks and land on my hands and knees. She doesn’t wait, doesn’t care about my lacerated shins. She leads on, the rocky cliff face to our left and the sparkling river to our right. I stagger after her. How long have we walked? Where is she taking me? I have no breath to ask. She stops at a crevasse in the cliff and slips inside. I linger at the mouth, not wanting to trespass this space, carved by glacial ice eons ago.


  “Hurry up. I’ll tell the police you killed me.” Her voice ricochets in the cavern and pierces my chest. I step inside. It’s cold. The chatter of my teeth fills my skull. I put my right hand on the wall to brace myself. It’s tacky and wet. The darkness is as black as that molasses night long ago. The space narrows as I follow Sab’s voice deeper into the cave, away from the river.


  “Stop,” she says when I can touch either side of the fissure with my arms outstretched. “Light.”


  I reach for it and flick it on.


  In the circular glow is a skeleton along with the smashed remains of the yellow flashlight Sab took with her when she left with Greg. I kneel next to her, unable to look away. I caress her femur, her tibia, her detached jaw. They’re frigid; colder than I’ve ever been. I rub her ribs, trying to warm them. She’d been here all this time, her flesh and blood rotting away while I masqueraded who I’d imagined she’d become, when all she’d been was a dead girl in a hole.


  “There’s room for you, Ana,” she says. “I’ll tell Mom if you leave.”


  I kiss her cheek before I lie next to her and switch the flashlight off. The cave is silent. I close my eyes and relive the lingering touch of grass on my calves from the morning before. A dense cold creeps up my body, pressing the air out of my lungs. It slithers up my neck and freezes my chin. I put my hand on Sab’s chest as an icy grip clutches my throat and squeezes.


  AND FOR MY NEXT TRICK, I HAVE DISAPPEARED


  CHIMEDUM OHAEGBU
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  I.


  The first time she awoke on the bus, Adachukwu Ejiofor discovered that her ankles, wrists, and one kneecap had taken their leave of her while she wasn’t looking. She still had the other kneecap and her hands and feet, though, making her disappearance asymmetrical.


  And flickering. Her “missing” wrist vanished and unvanished, stranding her hand from her arm and then connecting them again. An optical illusion; a shadow flung and withdrawn by one of the unreliable lights; except the five nearest her glowed steadily. They hadn’t before. She’d closed her eyes because of the inconsistent illumination, it had been giving her a headache, then she must have fallen to sleep, and now . . .


  Her bracelets jangled around her on-off wrists, and her skirt curved over her semi-disappeared knee. In a way other than sometimes, they were still here. But simultaneously, in some elsewhere, her dearly departed body parts thrilled with a peculiar vitality, yet crackled with pinpricks as if they’d fallen asleep. Hideously, it felt like something twisted them back and forth, bunching up the skin, perhaps trying to awaken them. Had this thing never read “Sleeping Beauty”? Didn’t it know a kiss would suffice?—though Adachukwu did not want whatever lived in that elsewhere to kiss or touch or know her at all.


  She hurt.


  Standing, Adachukwu tugged a “Stop Bus” pull-cord. It broke, as did the next, so she floated up the aisle to beg release from the driver.


  Her hands fell upon a glass partition that hadn’t existed before. Behind this lay the driver’s seat, and the steering wheel spinning without him. Before Adachukwu could panic, a bittersweet smell, then slumber engulfed her. She dreamt of her one-time friend, Penny, who played the harp. The bus roared onward.


  When she next awoke, she rubbed the sleep from her eyes, and the whitish particles rested on her semi-disappeared wrists and newly blinking left hand. On her right, the grains contrasted with her dark brown skin or heaped under her bitten-short fingernails.


  II.


  No witnesses, so Adachukwu screamed, then muffled herself with her right hand. Her whole body trembled from the effort to keep from trembling. She avoided her reflection in the windows. There dwelt in her a disdain for these little hysterics, an embarrassment at the thought of witnessing her shoulders up around her ears, her dark and revealing eyes. The indulgent drama of it all. She would not see it.


  In time she’d shrieked herself silent, though if this were a bad dream as she assumed, precedent dictated her parents should be here. Still, Adachukwu closed her eyes. When she opened them this would be over, only the memory of her scream-queen performance remaining. She counted:


  One. Calm down.


  Two. Calm down.


  Three. Calm down.


  Four. Calm down.


  Six. Calm—wait, no. Five. Five. Calm down.


  Six. Calm down.


  Seven. Calm down.


  She opened her eyes. Around her, the bus, as before.


  III.


  Adachukwu slammed on the windows. She couldn’t get enough air to say help, so she hit the glass to the rhythm of her gasps because she wouldn’t be offbeat even here, now. Habits died hard. The windows lived, harder; a red, rotten pain mottled the meat of her hand.


  To reorient herself she looked outside, to a city emptied. The light mellowed toward evening, then night fell like a guillotine, but instead of heads the bus wheels rolled over potholes. The windows stayed strong, and the ceiling had no emergency exit. She checked her phone—dead— and slammed shoulder-first, over and over, into the glass dividing the bus from the driver’s seat.


  But only Adachukwu cracked. She sang “Halcyon” under her breath until the world sharpened, trying not to think of Penny as she did, instead focusing on tone. Then she popped her neck, soothed by the sound and release. Bus-bashing bruises had left her skin swollen-soft, and her half-here limbs burned with that livid liveliness.


  By morning she’d lost full-time possession of her right elbow. Another light, once deadened, blazed. A realization threatened to surface, and she scrunched her eyes, tensed against it, murmured denials, breathed easy. But the victory was brief. The truth was before and around Adachukwu.


  Because the bus that kept her was also, increasingly, composed of her. She was turning into its light, and its exhaust and noise and heat; she had become of use.


  An image of a fleshy vehicle scraping down the street came to her. She shuddered. Shook her head to empty her skull before the idea emptied her stomach, which would be the bus’s skull and stomach if she couldn’t get out of here, but no, no, surely her destiny was not to fulfil the bus’s repairs until it rolled along firm and moisturized, wetly pink in its pulsating machinery, bony and gurgling and sprouting coarse hairs— A wild-eyed Adachukwu retched twice, each time producing nothing.


  It was a long bus, bisected by a gray accordion-like middle. The seats were shedding; you’d carry their blue if you touched them. Adachukwu sat regardless because the hanging handholds’ greasiness made them unappealingly silken.


  Orange “words” scrolled across the marquee declaring the next stop. Though the “words” were glitchy, pixelated images of smiles or eyes, she understood them as “Sugarmaple Street,” “Caryatid Station,” “Basford Lane,” and others. Adachukwu glared toward the front, willing the marquee to display St. Cecilia and Eighth. She’d meant to disembark there for a choir friend’s party. Maybe if she reached it awake, the bus, compelled by this intention, would let her out.


  She kept falling asleep at Millay Street, several before St. Cecilia and Eighth. Then she’d wake at Alabast, the route’s beginning, the sun shining into her and a Nneka Uzomechine song on her lips—“Our Old Gods,” “Mangos for Mothers,” “Halcyon”—to suppress the fear. Tonight, she sat heavy, missing who and what she’d lost, as the bus tipped down a hill toward the city and the ocean beyond.


  This unplace offered multiple challenges: Here is a bus without doors. Here is a lack where a driver should be and a glass wall to thwart you. Here you’re mined for spare parts—she squared her shoulders against the terror grazing her spine—and here is your city bereft even of ghosts except the one you’ve carried for four months, who’s not dead anyway.


  She popped her neck for the grinding, grounding noise, sighed at the unlocking sensation of it. Told herself to remember foghorns and phones ringing during rehearsals, and Penny blasting Christian pop and Top 40 hits, and how Penny laughed the time she fell from an apple tree, unaware of her imminent broken arm.


  A grin thrashed across the marquee, for “Millay Street.” Adachukwu cleared her throat and imitated that invigorating awful laugh of Penny’s; she’d never heard of someone falling asleep while mid-laugh or midmimicry. Grocery stores, a bank branch, trees, and alleyways blurred past. Adachukwu laughed until she coughed and as her lungs spasmed, she passed Millay, which meant it was working, she was getting out, she—!


  At Alabast, Adachukwu found that her shoulder blades were not/ gone and vibrating, while the engine’s growl had smoothed. But she recalled a shift in temperature during her slumber, and in pressure. A purposeful-ness to the latter. The intentionality could suggest a biological creature rather than the environmental feature she’d assumed, something that could err, capricious or even malicious, this place’s parasite; and sleepy Adachukwu gazed out the window, limbs tingling, wondering, What creeps around here while you sleep, and stands over your face?


  IV.


  Here is a bus without doors. Meaning the lurker entered another way to take her body. So far, it’d set her wrists, ankles, kneecap, one hand, one elbow, and shoulder blades to wavering, swapping bus segments for flesh and blood. She needed reconnaissance before launching a midtheft defense, and if she was already asleep on her terms before Millay, perhaps . . .


  The situation echoed through her again and she fought to slow her breath and keep from screaming; she was sick to death of screaming, and ashamed. Fear still squeezed a whimper from her, but she sang an on-the-spot ditty to replace its memory.


  As she closed her eyes, the bus rocked over potholes—like a cradle, she decided. The seat fibers grasped her forearms, warm as, why not, a blanket. For a lullaby, the purr of the bus’s undercarriage would do. She quieted. Buses had always afforded her an odd sleep, deep enough to be true but shallow enough for a semi-awareness of her surroundings that made the state good for investigation.


  How can you feel safe sleeping in public? Penny had once said. When you could be robbed or stolen from or, or pickpocketed—those’re all the same thing, fine, she’d muttered in response to Adachukwu’s snicker, but you get my point. And Adachukwu could have said she felt safe sleeping in public because Penny was there, but instead she’d yawned, flopped her head onto Penny’s shoulder, and faked snores, because it amounted to the same thing, and a fine one.


  Now her snores were real, filling every nook and cranny. Ailiph Street flew past, then Knight, then Caryatid Station. Afternoon light slit her from hairline to jawline. Moments later, in the evening, this “cut” had spread across her face, warming her dark skin, gilding her close-cropped tight curls, heating her seven silver earrings, casting her wide nose as a sundial. Her clothes lay in slices of sunshine and shadow that likely brightened the red of her skirt, deepened the black of her sweater.


  Evening ebbed into night. By now, eyes layered over eyes must be winking on the marquee, meaning Woodrow Street, then a frown and its twin should droop there, meaning Solander Street. Following that, Millay. Soon the air smelled bittersweetly of night lilies, and the bus noises decreased then slowed then curdled then a presence unwound on the edges of Adachukwu’s perception.


  A sound like dry petals scraped up the aisle. That night lily smell, pleasant and powder-soft, it flattened her nose hairs, permeated her pores, sank into her scalp in oily layers. What creeps around here while you sleep, and stands over your face? It’d be death to know, yet sleep continued to relinquish her to the balmy air. Her heartbeat quieted, because now was not for those blessed with blood, no, now was for the petal-bearing breeze and its lillian stink.


  The lights clicked on and their fluorescence hit her. Sweat stippled then slicked her armpits. The humidity choked her, the aroma coiled close enough to taste its bitterness-softened cinnamonesque, she roasted under the glare of those lights. Goose bumps bubbled up on her inconsistent skin, and her sweat cooled where it lay.


  She inhaled. There was silence for only a moment.


  Then the air inside Adachukwu sipped at her navel, and she was screaming again.


  V.


  Knowing that her tormentor was a sommelier, not just a sneak-thief mechanic, left Adachukwu curled in a ball, weeping because she couldn’t help it, she could not help herself, nobody could help her.


  VI.


  Once Adachukwu had a friend named Penelope Akinwoye. Adachukwu and Penny were close for three years, most of undergrad, then weren’t for four months and counting, though who was counting? The causes for their drifting apart—


  Were they still drifting? Or was it irrevocable now, that they’d drifted? She didn’t know. She didn’t know.


  —were unimportant compared to the result: Adachukwu’s uneasy loneliness, her twice-shy approach to friends who liked but didn’t love her and vice versa. It exhausted her to think of sharing herself as she had with Penny and learning others so wholly. How could she tell Marlon about her parents? When would it be appropriate to reveal to Nassim her crush on a bad-idea classmate? What would they tell her in return?


  And when would she talk to them about Penny? What could she say other than I miss her? I miss how we were. I want us back. I don’t know if I want her as she is now. It’s been four months since I last saw her, but it feels longer. We weren’t perfect, but we were good, and maybe we could be again, if only we got, gave, the chance. If only we wanted to.


  Aside from Penny, absent presences now included Adachukwu’s other kneecap, calves, and her poor belly button, its ring hooked into air, then skin, then air again. Adachukwu tapped the ring, smiling reflexively at the chime of bitten fingernail against silver. She was becoming a patchwork of flesh, metal, void. As was the bus. Much of her sparkled in its guts.


  She could get used to flickering if only she could escape this bus, be home for the process. But the bus wouldn’t let her go, and fighting this devouring had led to such useless, horrid knowledge. Maybe this could still turn out to be a nightmare, ending when the lillian finished. If not, she wouldn’t know the difference, would she?—and ignorance sounded charming now. Resigned, Adachukwu looked out the window until Millay came and she couldn’t look anywhere anymore.


  BLAZON[image: image1]


  ?


  as the bus takes it, a tenderness wells up in adachukw u for this body. she’s fed and watered and lotioned it, loved hated and tolerated it, and sung from it so many songs. over the past four months especially she’s performed a thousand intimate autocannibalisms because she was hers and hurting and hungry, and she could. won’t you stay awhile? adachukw u asks her right hand when she senses (she is getting a sense of these things) it is not long for this world. won’t you sit with me in this sunshine while the wheels turn? just for a little bit longer. i promise i’ll keep my mouth away from you. you’ll never know my teeth again. begging with a calm voice, and facts: my left left me, penny and i left us, so don’t you leave, too, please don’t. please.


  it does. comes back, of course, but only so it may leave again.


  ?


  when she pops it, adachuk w u’s neck makes a ripple of splendid crrracks achievable thrice an hour, and there’s a kind of letting out of breath there, beneath her skin. penny and marlon often worried adachuk w u would break something, which made adachuk w u do it less around them yet want to more because the idea was very her: here lies a musician who demanded of her bones an eternal symphony and died for it. her neck goes. a light lives. with not/here fingertips she touches the hollow of her throat. she tries to sing. she shouldn’t have. humming works but adds to the fallen-asleepness.


  she hums regardless. a penny favorite is stuck in her head, could be from either penny genre because it’s about his or His love.


  ?


  you don’t think much about your collarbone until it’s elsewhere. at least, adachu k w u didn’t. her classic ingratitude. how unbecoming.


  ?


  why not all at once? adach u k w u asks. i’m here for the taking. she wakes and her teeth have evaporated from her mouth. the tooth she chipped last year, which nassim swore improved adach u k w u’s whistling, feels more jagged now. are her hands when gone curling to protect her nails? she says good luck but to who?


  ?


  adac h u k w u needs all the king’s horses and all the king’s men. she’s needed them for the last four months. her intestines are a mass of whispers, rasping.


  ?


  the good-bye-hello of ada c h u k w u’s hair follicles feels like something electric burrowing out of her, as if so much lightning is enacting a slow and squirming exodus from the skin of her kneecaps and nostrils, from the skin of her scalp and mons pubis, from the skinbed from which her eyelashes previously curled so prettily, penny had been jealous. ada c h u k w u’s hide is alive with the itching. she writhes and writhes.


  ?


  ad a c h u k w u’s lungs are made of that aggressive nothing now. the air seems carbonated.


  ?


  a d a c h u k w u’s cochlear fluid blinks on and off. possibly for the engines; the bus moves faster. she’s so dizzy, it’s unclear if she’s sitting or swimming.


  ?


  a d a c h u k w u’s heart steals away sometimes and when present pumps pins-and-needles blood into what’s left of her and the lillian caresses a d a c h u k w u from the inside out it scatters and unsettles her it festers through her in-betweens it gorges itself on her seams it laps at her until it’s had its fill


  [image: image1]


  Halcyon


  I.


  Three years before, on the day before the dress rehearsal for the winter concert, Adachukwu fried puff puff. She had and would never get it as good as her older cousin Gloria, as her mother mentioned whenever she made it. Away from home, though, the smell of the dough frying was a restorative, the gold-brown of the test batch a delight. She ate an especially pillowy one and relaxed into its chewiness and slight crunch, the depth of its sweetness, warm, dense dough filling her mouth. She felt like a hearth.


  So Adachukwu sifted flour for Nassim, who’d suffered headaches for his solo. Endured the oil spitting and scorching at her for Marlon, who sweated yet over several tricky measures. Made an extra minibatch for the harpist, Penelope Akinwoye, whose enviable cheekbones had grown too prominent over the past few weeks. Worse still was the new gauntness of Penelope’s smile and how her glasses emphasized the dryness of her dark brown skin.


  Once Penelope had burst into tears, not quite in front of everyone but not hiding it, either. As people comforted her, Adachukwu had averted her gaze, smothering impatience, irritation, then guilt for both, hence the additional batch. At the hall, the choir and orchestra fell upon the puff puff, and long-lost smiles emerged. Adachukwu blew kisses and excused herself to practice more alone, where no one could see if she scowled.


  Days later, the performance went better than anticipated. Afterward, Penelope found her, and Adachukwu said hi using Penelope’s name as she then knew it. Penelope shook her head, making her microbraids swing, and said her friends called her Penny, and after the puff puff she considered Adachukwu one.


  Oh, only now? Adachukwu asked, affecting a hurt air. We still haven’t gotten to grab that coffee, so . . .


  It was already a rueful inside joke, that they’d been dancing around each other for ages, one busy when the other wasn’t, schedules obstructing their ability to become proper friends. Though perhaps the bad-timing streak had ended, because Penny was talking about how she hadn’t eaten puff puff in forever, and hadn’t been able to stop at one or even four, they tasted so good, and how’d Adachukwu feel about the performance?


  As Adachukwu tore the last puff puff in half, she said with a wicked grin, Choir was the best part, no surprise there. Though I guess—she shrugged—it was nice to collaborate with the orchestra.


  Wow, okay, said Penny, on second thought you should call me Penelope instead, I can’t be friends with people who are so completely wrong even if they do make excellent puff puff.


  And Adachukwu’s grin widened and she said, All right, Penny, if you say so. Nice to officially meet you. They shook hands, frowning at the puff puff grease but smiling at each other.


  II.


  They fell in love with “Halcyon” one after the other, but neither could remember who introduced it to whom, if its sweetly melancholy vocals made Penny think of Adachukwu or if its innovative instrumentation made Adachukwu think of Penny. Either way, the song became theirs to warm up with when the orchestra and choir collaborated again, and when Penny’s sociology seminars and Adachukwu’s chemistry labs wrung them out. They performed “Halcyon” during their one busking attempt, when they’d stood on the corner of Ailiph and Eleventh and collected coins, candy wrappers, catcalls, and cold-shouldering. They dubbed its composer “our Nneka” and discussed her as if she were their bosom buddy and patron saint, nestling her among their few overlapping favorites: Rosephanye Powell, Christopher Tin, and various film score composers.


  Adachukwu’s parents flung her back into adolescence by visiting and she drummed “Halcyon”’s beats to keep calm under their denigrations, a song for tightening the mask. They finally left days later, and other than biting her nails, it was “Halcyon” that returned Adachukwu to herself. Its phrasing left her giddy; its runs kept her lungs in thrall, engaged her head then chest voice so vividly she realized the point of a body; its occasional challenges of range made singing it an accomplishment. Adachukwu could not hear it without thinking of Penny, but whenever she thanked Penny for introducing it to her, Penny would thank her in turn.


  III.


  Oh, Adachukwu, that’s . . . I know you did your best, I’m sorry.


  Don’t be. It’s really not the end of the world. Like yeah, I feel a little shitty right now, but that’s fine, I’ll retake the course, find some way to explain myself, and, and everything will be, um. Fine. It’ll . . . be fine, I just.


  Oh, hey.


  Thanks. Thank you. But I’m okay. I mean sure, I’m certifiably, provably a failure —


  Adachukwu, come on.


  —and now they actually have something to point to when they call me that, and I won’t be able to defend myself, not that I could before. God, I’m sorry, I should . . . I’m getting your shirt all wet, ugh.


  No, no, come back. You’re not a failure.


  I’m just whining, I’m being overdramatic. Don’t indulge me.


  You’re allowed to be a little upset, that’s not—


  Would you stop so I can shut up and calm the hell down? . . . Sorry. Just, do literally anything else while I get ahold of myself.


  But—


  It won’t take long. I’ll count to seven. Just, do whatever you want. Please.


  Like what?


  Like . . . okay. Tell me how’s your day been?


  Well, I haven’t practiced harp yet. Wanna join me for a jam session?


  That’d be nice.


  Okay, then, let’s. . . . Penny, you have to let go of me first.


  Give me a second.


  One.


  Give me a minute.


  Oh my god.


  Ada, don’t take the Lord’s name in vain! Besides, you said whatever I want.


  IV.


  Your stop, bud, said Penny, poking her awake. Text me the second you get back, okay? I can’t wait up, I have church in the morning, but I will if you don’t.


  Adachukwu yawned, and Penny poked her again: C’mon.


  All right, all right, I will. She lifted her head from Penny’s shoulder, a tendon in her neck aching as she stretched. The bus slowed, then stopped. She hopped out the door and slipped on an ice patch, recovered while the bus’s gritty exhaust burned her tongue. Her coughing and the cold made her breath a cloud interrupted. Through it, Penny waved as the bus retreated, until every trace of her was gone.


  Flurries drifted from the dark sky. Under icicle-laden trees, Adachukwu shivered toward her apartment. Once inside, she put her mittens beside her roommates’ and typed i’m home with frozen fingers. Minutes later, Penny replied I’m home too! [image: image1]


  They spent years like this.


  V.


  It was ugly because it was civil. It was a slow-burn bite-by-bite drift-gently-into-that-good-night bereavement. It was a forgotten text here, a delayed meetup there, impatience where there hadn’t been. It was just that they were busy: Adachukwu studying obsessively lest she fail again and tutoring more to pay to retake o-chem, Penny preparing for the LSATs, eyes redder than blood, blood bitter with caffeine, her rental harp gathering dust. It was that they’d walk past each other, nod but not touch, communicate exclusively via inside jokes to grasp at their fleeing intimacy; later, Adachukwu would condemn them both as pathetic.


  The last time they saw each other was to “catch up” at a café. Gingham-covered tables, a bell over the door. They got a booth and Penny ordered black coffee, a taste apparently acquired from her prep sessions. Adachukwu had read somewhere that reducing your sugar intake helped your memory, and so declined to sweeten her tea as she usually would. Behind her glasses, Penny’s eyes widened and her opinion on this choice journeyed across her sharp-featured face, and Adachukwu’s knee-jerkass annoyance with that emotionality flared. She did not shove it down as usual, couldn’t, because a flush of betrayal expanded it: Penny was almost the same as before, Adachukwu was nearly as she had been, and despite the insignificance of their changes, the tiny amount of time in which they’d happened, neither girl could want to reach the other.


  But she was being ridiculous—which riled her further. Either Penelope had triggered this, or it was just how Adachukwu actually was, finally exposed. She kept her face pleasant and the word performative came to her, poisoning Penelope’s every sentence thereafter, and her own. Adachukwu popped her neck and resisted rolling her eyes at Penelope’s grimace. After an hour they parted and promised to “definitely do this again soon!”, Adachukwu wishing that she wasn’t lying.


  Adachukwu didn’t tell Penelope that she’d taken up poker, something they’d joked about. That she was speaking to her parents voluntarily, because at least they felt they had her figured out, weren’t people she had to teach herself to. Nor did she tell her that she’d stopped frying puff puff because before, she’d heard her mother’s pointed praises of Gloria’s, a recurring barb. But now it evoked Penelope’s voice, at least the impassioned rise and fall of her tone. Adachukwu was stoic, not strong. She couldn’t create with such a relic in her head. Nor did she want to.


  And anyway, she was cutting down on sugar.


  NIGHTBUS [image: image1]


  I.


  The second first time she woke up on the bus, Adachukwu discovered that her pettiness had taken its leave of her while she wasn’t paying attention.


  She jolted, said Wait, but the bus’s wheels rolled toward forever. She flexed her hand—hands!—in dread, because they were wholly hers again.


  Everything was. Except her pettiness, whose sometime-absence felt different, not pain-adjacent yet leaden with too much stamina like her body’s semi-vanishing had been but akin to jamais vu.


  Would she eventually go back to being spare parts for a bus bound nowhere, then return to this emotional siphoning? Oceanic Ave passed, then Ward Street. Adachukwu pounded the window and then the energy quit her, so, blinking back tears, she leaned her head against it instead. The reverberation rattled her from ear to ear.


  You’re killing your neurons! Penny had scolded her once, and Adachukwu had grinned and replied, And there’s why you’re not in bio, and they’d laughed. It had been a lifetime since. Adachukwu’s despair brimmed, mutated. She demanded:


  Why couldn’t you sip my memories instead? How can I stop my thoughts looping? Why does everything remind me of her? Why must I wonder? How can I stop my thoughts looping? When can I live in peace again? Is nostalgia wrecking her, too? This can’t be healthy, can it? This isn’t healthy, is it. How can I stop my thoughts looping? Shouldn’t I experience the five stages along a line, not a circle?


  II.


  Adachukwu awoke robbed. She looked about the bus, then patted herself down, and god, she was searching herself like someone doing the wallet/keys/phone/sheet music check before leaving home. She laughed at this. In that laugh the loss’s enormity struck her: sorrow, at least of the tenor it’d been recently. She hadn’t realized how large it had loomed. Losing it even occasionally was like losing her name.


  Except delicious.


  Adachukwu stood. The bus sailed down the road, and she was not smiling but not far from it. Maybe she should let the lillian drink and then, somewhat freed from herself, she could try to go home with whatever was left. Maybe . . . she shook her head, muttered, What is wrong with me?—though it was obvious.


  Unsettled, Adachukwu shook her head harder, then popped her neck. The ceiling’s emergency exit arrived in her periphery. She tensed. It hadn’t existed before. This was a trick. She’d ignore it.


  Her fingertips could brush the exit’s handle but not curl around it. Her hamstrings keened, she clung to a hanging handhold for balance, the bus bounced her higher but off-angle, yet still she reached and reached and her frustration grew, peaked, until Adachukwu twitched awake at Alabast.


  A new semi-absence of frustration startled her. So the bus was teasing her, then. Or putting her on ice to make her more refreshing, ice being the emergency exit, which looked but, upon testing, wasn’t closer. Stimuli as seasoning, a way for the bus to bring her emotions to the top one by one and then let the lillian drink at its leisure, as it had with her body. Taking its sweet—


  III.


  —time skewed slippery here. What’s kept you? Marlon would say if she ever arrived at the party.


  The bus took forever.


  Weren’t you hungry?


  Yes, but she’d bypass food for a fist bump. All she’d lived on for so long was herself, waning. She ached for anyone she’d made music with to just touch her. To lay upon her shoulder their warm and callused hand.


  The party would be rich with dancing, elbow nudges, high fives, and Adachukwu’s stupor broke because she realized she was hugging herself. She let go. Bit back a snarl, yanked a broken pull-cord as the marquee smiled Sugarmaple Street. She kept pulling yellow through the loops that held it, did the same with the pull-cord on the other side.


  Soon a nest of cords hid her skirt. Then she tied the pull-cords into a loop and threw this up toward the emergency exit. She lassoed air, but during her frustration-light moments she could throw until her arms broke and elude dissatisfaction, only pain or exhaustion could stop her; the spirit was willing, the flesh never-wailing. She grasped for her frustration, recalling other times she’d felt it fully, but she was chamomile-calm. The fog didn’t quite leave her. Nor did her resolve, so she kept throwing.


  A loop snagged on the handle. Adachukwu tugged the cord, then fell as the bus lurched. The exit unhinged and she stifled a shriek, then collapsed back onto the floor, panting. Instead of the sky, a mirror. Instead of the heavens: her, alone—what had scared her. What would always scare her. The dark circles beneath her eyes were incredible, as if from violence.


  Grit scraped the nape of her neck, dirtied her clothes and short coiled hair. The exit’s handle lay beside her—broken from the tugging, probably, though she’d missed its fall during her scare. She angled her head toward the marquee, still breathing hard. Basford Lane, read the eyes winking. At some point, the lillian would drink her determination away. When this round ended, who knew if she’d be brought back again, and again, and again and again and againagainagainagone . . . two. Three, four. Five six seven.


  Adachukwu gulped air. From the ground, the bus’s bouncing punctuated her skull. What was happening to her neurons now? What would Penny say in this situati— but she didn’t want to imagine Penny in this situation. Or at all. Yet in sorrow’s absence arose bafflement. They hadn’t even fought. How could a bloodless separation be this disastrous? It was absurd. Adachukwu’s mind had lain in mayhem for months. That the lillian could parse her emotions enough to drink them separately struck her as miraculous and petulant: what a goddamn picky eater. Otherwise, an allergic.


  Adachukwu had stood and was giving her neck a too-early try when the thought settled. The lillian had only drunk a few of her body parts at a time, too. Maybe she was a delicacy one way—isolated, put on ice— but otherwise skewed inedible, even poisonous. Her body she couldn’t do much about, but her emotions, perhaps. If the bus could play mixologist, why shouldn’t she?


  ANAPHYLAXSIS [image: image1]


  I.


  First, to recall the night Penny had fallen like a sparrow arrow-slain from that apple tree. Adachukwu had thought she’d lost her. Just for a second, but what a long one. It’d been post-finals second year, summertime so new it squeaked. Fueled by alcohol, Penny had climbed a sturdy-looking tree in pursuit of an apple, a star, attention.


  Hey, quit that, Penny’s friend Solina said, and Adachukwu added, Come down.


  No no no no, I’m fine!


  It’s okay not to be okay, Adachukwu deadpanned, and Penny had called, That’s my line! In response, Adachukwu fake-sulked, sipped beer, and glanced at Penny now and again.


  The moon loomed such that the moment Penny fell was one Adachukwu heard first. For her, there was the branches’ snap, Penny’s frightful laugh, a flock of gasps, the thud and silence and Adachuk-wu’s scream, then everyone else’s. Adachukwu couldn’t believe she had screamed first. Penny couldn’t believe Adachukwu had screamed, which she told her later. Adachukwu’s dominant emotions then had been guilt that she hadn’t stopped or, somehow, caught Penny, a gnawing sympathy for Penny’s pain. An anger at Penny for falling, for being surprised at and making light of Adachukwu’s distress. Irritation at herself for making this about her. Here, in the bus, Adachukwu forced her facial muscles upward, grinning until counterfeit physical happiness mingled with her cheeks’ aching and the memory’s fright and fury.


  Next, Adachukwu scowled in remembrance of one of Nassim’s gorgeous solos, ran to salute a sun-soaked Sunday, spun herself nauseous when she recalled red velvet and chin chin, bubble tea and puff puff, the sweetnesses she’d deserted. She felt as blurry and borderless as she did in choir, where most loneliness was impossible, and her diaphragm chased breath from her as harmony or, when necessary, a howl. Above her soared sopranos, and below swam tenors and basses. With lines subtle yet sublime, she and her fellow altos strengthened the oceans and sky of the music while holding its center, Adachukwu song-drunk and swaying as the tempo took residence in her teeth. She listened for the others and they for her and each other; the choir was its own first, dearest audience. If singing was Adachukwu’s backbone then choir was her rib cage: one kept her upright while the other protected her heart. Her feelings regarding this required no tampering. Dwelling on choir already suffused her with many tender, tart sensations, most unnameable.


  II.


  She woke without mischief.


  With a grunt, Adachukwu hurled the emergency exit handle heavenward.


  Sixteen throws later, the mirror shattered onto her hair and around her feet, revealing yet another mirror. Shaking off sparkles, Adachukwu tied the pull-cords around shards, accidentally cutting herself as the bus trundled on. She winced at this, and at her reflection, despite herself.


  The last time she’d felt like this about mirrors was before university, any time she walked calmly to the bathroom and there let her face crumple from rage, frustration, whatever unhappiness was making her ugly to her parents. At home she spoke and moved positively always, lest she receive tongue-lashings that left her brittle. The refrain of her childhood was Stop crying or I’ll give you something to cry about: her tears were manipulative, unbecoming, ungrateful most of all. Now she kissed her teeth, sneered, performed disdain until a wrath-tinged version of it sank her shoulders. Certainly the lillian stole from her, but she’d dealt with subtler thieves.


  She stretched the sneer, thinking: How many times had Penny told her it was okay to cry, and how many times had Adachukwu thought Maybe for you and bit back—or couldn’t restrain—her vitriol? She’d long seen Penny as a lovable drama queen, but wondered now if Penny sometimes believed her to be disingenuous. She was disingenuous, often, she thought suddenly.


  But never when she sang, and Penny had known that. Adachukwu put her truest self into music. It was her least offensive mode of expression. Anything worked, from melodic rap to ballads to the pop rock Adachukwu favored, but “Halcyon” especially was a sturdy vessel for Adachukwu’s overdramatics, reflecting in its lyrics her contradictory feelings.


  III.


  She stood at the back of the bus and sang “Halcyon” with bitterness, bewilderment, and bliss, sang herself scratchy but remained a ready rival to the nightingale and the lounge-bound chanteuse. The bus route was long enough for about four runs through “Halcyon” before she slept at Millay: time enough to make herself into a cocktail when the bus wanted her neat, to sing with unabated, baited breath and hook a questing lillian.


  She filled the feeding ground with her confliction, gifting it unshed should-haves, the ghosts of puff puff past, inert inside jokes: her and Penny’s “Jeez Louise” call-and-response, their window-shopping bets, the porridge meter, mispronouncing “pistachio.” Our Nneka. The heart was lousy with chambers, could hold cities of turmoil, pumped as much confusion as blood. Adachukwu crooned and listened to the mirror wind-chimes she’d strung up to compensate for the lack of a harpist.


  Each note flourished through its life cycle. Attack, decay, sustain, release. She understood: they’d met when they needed to; they’d harmonized away their halcyon days; they’d loved each other—hadn’t they?— and they’d let go in slow motion.


  For unclarity she sang the piece with a nocturne’s wistfulness, though the bus charged through its daytime and threaded in other songs to mangle any emotional separation. She transposed beloved phrases from Powell into C major, the song’s key; shifted the tempo of a Tin medley and slid it into the song’s 3/4 rhythm; peppered the third run-through with more opposite-mood songs and genres.


  “Halcyon” tackled an old question on the off-beat. If, to preserve your Argo, you assert the righteousness of the untouched original— watch it crumble, scorn its drownings, refuse additions and replacements, and call this neglect preservation—then what are you left with? Is it more trustworthy like this, more seaworthy?


  In “Halcyon,” no; the boat deserved the future, no matter how different it grew from what’d it been, and maintaining a body or soul or affection—for yourself, for those you hoped to continue loving—meant evolving your heart and its reach, lest its purpose die from disuse. Adachukwu mostly agreed but was certain now that love was like matter in that it could never be destroyed, only transformed into inheritance or hindrance, hatred or hope, habit, and habitat—hadn’t she and Penny texted each other I’m home for ages without adding your between the first and second words because it was obvious? The wind-chimes threw light and music everywhere. Outside, a bank passed, then a smile convulsed on the marquee for Millay Street.


  A night lily bittersweetness laced her nostrils, and something colossal and cinnamonesque rushed her. She fell asleep as she was scrambling backward, but in her haste banged her elbow against a seat. The pain that lanced through Adachukwu woke her seconds after she’d fallen asleep, and she gasped, drawing in the lillian faster.


  The smell jabbed her nose. She remembered the theft of her belly button. How she’d been made both bowl and libation. When she first discovered the lillian she’d screamed, and it had departed through her mouth. The other times she slept, exhalation must have been its exit route.


  So she pinched her nose shut and closed her mouth, grinding her teeth together. Now came the sipping, right there, at the hollow of her throat. And even as her skin rippled with goose bumps she willed the lillian to continue its work. Something fluttered in her neck, parallel to her pulse, then became frantic and heaving and, suddenly, unhungry. It paled. It bloomed abscesses here, there, elsewhere. It was feverish, she could feel the smear of peppery heat; it was diminishing, and though it had slaked its thirst the drink was a venom that scoured its insides. Adachukwu recognized this—she didn’t like how her stomach and chest felt whenever she shoved down her rougher-edged emotions, either—then came quiet epiphany, that she’d been poisoning herself as she was poisoning the gagging lillian, the slowing bus. It mightn’t have mattered if the lillian had left while she slept slack-jawed, but Adachukwu kept her mouth closed in case. In what felt like minutes but must have just been molasses-mired moments, the lillian expired. Either it tasted of nothing or of her tongue.


  She swallowed, shuddered as frustration, mischief, sadness leaked into her stomach lining. Didn’t loosen her lips though her lungs were near bursting because she wasn’t done, not until the bus stopped would she be done, Adachukwu would hold her breath until world’s end if she must though her mouth was filthy with stillness.


  When the lights died, so did the engine. The interior darkened, save for the marquee’s afterimage glow. The mirror wind-chimes swung forward, then backward, and then not at all.


  FINALE


  Signs dazzled Adachukwu as she coughed from the sudden surplus of air. A heartbeat passed before she realized they weren’t written in eyes and smiles. “For Your Safety Please Hold On,” which she’d been too good and bad at over the past four months. On the marquee, “Next Stop: Millay Street.” And beside her, “Exit By Rear Doors.”


  Exit.


  Adachukwu tugged a pull-cord with a bloody hand, gaped at the ding! and the driver, and careened from the bus. A second, then, to catch her breath and gaze at the peopled world. A father and daughter argued, couples strolled hand in hand, dogwalkers smiled at their charges. St. Cecilia and Eighth was yet to come, but Marlon’s party would be there when she turned up. It had to be. She ran, bracelets jangling, and each footfall alternated between the sensation of flying and that of falling.


  Afterward, Adachukwu turned the key in her apartment door, smiling at the combined sound of this and her jewelry, and stepped carefully inside. At the party she’d been complimented on her new perfume, which smelled . . . bitter? said someone. But like cinnamon. More focus landed on her cut hand and raw voice.


  “You didn’t have to fight anyone for an invite, you know,” Marlon had joked, bandaging her. “Looks like you barely made it.”


  Adachukwu shrugged. “You should see the other guy.”


  But if he couldn’t see how light was shy toward her—that it touched her so hesitantly, as if it couldn’t quite believe she was there—she doubted he ever would, thankfully.


  Adachukwu also doubted that was the only thing her time in the bus had changed. Shortly after her arrival at the party, it became clear that the unsteadiness she’d attributed to post-bus euphoria was longer-lingering; she kept having to catch herself, or lean on someone, whenever her concentration slipped. In converting flesh and feelings into fuel, then back, then back again, more yet-unrealized things must have been lost, gained, and rearranged, the way poems drifted when remade in different languages. She told herself she’d been translated this way, too; she could not think of herself as something come back wrong. The meaning or at least meaningfulness of her remained even if her exactitudes were changing. She would see her doctor, take measurements, learn the differences as they arrived, and be gentle and careful with herself, sweeter, from here.


  A sob billowed in her chest, but left as a sigh; translation, again. This would take time. She’d give herself time.


  Adachukwu locked, then leaned against the door, checking her phone—she’d charged it at Marlon’s. Nassim had asked if she’d gotten home okay, and she replied, made it, thanks! :)


  And it was nice of him to ask, so Penny of him that Adachukwu choked up. Four months wasn’t long compared to the length of her and Penny’s friendship. It wasn’t even long compared to the time she’d spent on that bus.


  Blue light carved her face as Adachukwu navigated to contacts. Beside Penny glowed the words compass emoji??? instead of a compass emoji, another inside joke. The last message from Adachukwu asked where they were meeting for their “catch-up.” The last from Penny read, honeycomb corner on ailiph. Adachukwu tilted her head back against the door to breathe around a lump in her throat, careful not to do so too quickly. Her saliva tasted like night lilies suddenly and she swallowed hard, counting to seven.


  Eventually, Adachukwu unlocked her phone and typed, erased, typed, hovered over send.


  Hesitated.


  What did she expect from this? Closure, resurrection, maybe confirmation that both were myth. If this changed nothing, Adachukwu would likely cry, and if it changed everything she might cry, too. But if she continued as she had been, music would break under the strain of being both weapon and catharsis, it had to, and where would that leave her?—not to mention she must be utterly salt-logged by now, from her years of holding back. So she would weep if she needed, whatever the case. She’d bear herself witness. She’d grant herself grace.


  Adachukwu sent a message and popped her neck. She waited, phone hot in her hand. And later, when the tears came, she let them fall freely.


  ACROSS THE DARK WATER


  RICHARD KADREY


  It took him months to find the right guide. His search had cost him a small fortune so, as much as the thief hated it, he had to go back to his old ways in the plague-ruined city. The man who’d taught him the trade years and years before had handed him a shovel and taught him to rob graves. When he was older and out on his own, the thief swore he’d never grub in the dirt again. Yet now—because he could no longer bear to steal from the living—he was back on his knees, foregoing selfrespect, and driven by a fear and an anger that felt like a stone in his chest.


  Earlier, when the plague had receded, Mina left him. She said she wanted to see if her mother was still alive. The thief offered to go with her, but she said no. She said she’d return when she could. Later, he went to look for her mother and found the old woman easily. That’s when he knew Mina had lied to him. And in the ruined city with its ashen survivors, and in his pain and his loneliness, he hated her for it. He would do anything to leave.


  The bar where he’d been told he’d find the guide was made up of three cargo containers laid out in a triangle. Sections were connected by flexible ribbed walkways looted from tram cars along the metro lines. The walls were red and gold gilt wallpaper, like some dream of a


  New Orleans bordello. Here and there were rips and bullet holes. Thick bundles of jasmine incense burned to hide the stink of cigarettes and sweat. It made the thief’s eyes water.


  The man he took to be the guide looked as he’d been described. Thick muscles under a cowboy shirt with roses by each shoulder. He still wore the police badge from a force he’d abandoned during the plague. Guns on a thick belt around his waist. The guide looked healthy. Healthier than anyone the thief had seen in months, and the thief took that as a good sign.


  He went to where the man stood at the bar and said, “Are you—?” and he said the guide’s name. The name he’d been told to use.


  The man just looked at him. After an uncomfortable moment, the thief took a crumpled business card from his pocket and held it out. The man took it. Looked it over.


  “The blind man sent you,” he said.


  “Yes.”


  “Why?”


  “I want to hire you.”


  “Gun or guide?”


  “Guide.”


  “Where are you looking to go?”


  “I want to see the Turk.”


  The guide smiled and put the card in the breast pocket of his shirt.


  “Do you know him?”


  “No.”


  “What makes you think a man like the Turk will see you?”


  “I can pay.”


  “I knew you had money or the blind man wouldn’t have sent you. But do you really think the Turk will drop everything for money?”


  The thief set his hand on the top of the bar. It was sticky, so he took his hand off and rubbed it on his leg.


  “I don’t know if he’ll see me. But I have to try.”


  The guide’s eyes widened a little.


  “An optimist in times like these. Signs and wonders.”


  “You’ll take me?”


  The guide took the thief’s arm in a strong grip and led him to an exit that let out on the interior of the bar’s triangle. The ground was concrete with gravel at the edges. A few people were there smoking and drinking. They ignored him and the guide. The thief looked around. The space overhead was lined with razor wire. The only door led back into the bar. There was nowhere to run if things turned bad.


  The guide shook his head. His gray hair was buzzed almost flat.


  “Relax. No one is going to hurt you.”


  “I just don’t like being closed in.”


  “Tight spaces? Social proximity? Relax. The plague’s over.”


  “That’s what they say.”


  The guide gave him a look.


  “So. You want me to take you to the Turk. That’s quite a trek.”


  The guide then named a startling sum of money. The thief breathed in, not bothering to negotiate since both men knew he had nowhere else to go. They went to an empty corner of the triangle and the thief laid out gold, piles of cash, and four dense, semitransparent, emerald green plastic cards. The guide picked up a card. Held it to the light.


  “Account IDs?”


  “Yes. Each linked to a different offshore bank.”


  “How much in all the accounts together?”


  Now it was the thief’s turn to name a startling sum. Then, “I can show you if you don’t believe me. I have a reader in my bag.”


  The guide held up a hand. “I believe you. You’re too anxious to lie.” He laughed once. “Too optimistic.”


  The guide picked up the remaining cards.


  “On the other hand, if these are so valuable, why don’t you keep them for yourself?”


  “Fine,” said the thief. “Give them back and take the other stuff.”


  The guide pressed the cards to his chest.


  “You didn’t answer my question.”


  The thief looked at him.


  “When this is over I’ll be on the road. Gold is easier to trade.”


  “Even these days, you think?”


  The thief shrugged.


  “In medieval times, people revert to medieval ways.”


  The guide looked at him for a moment more.


  “I’ll keep the cards.”


  The thief relaxed a little.


  “Then we can go?”


  “Soon. There are details to sort out.”


  The guide started back into the bar, but the thief stopped. A few men had been playing with remote control toys nearby. Little drones and kitten-sized military walkers. What stopped the thief was something on wheels. He couldn’t quite figure out what it was. The dried flesh of a skinned cat had been stretched over the body of a small rolling mech. The machine’s LED eyes lit up, making the cat’s head glow. It raised its arms and made a grinding sound like it was trying to talk to him. When the guide looked back and saw that the thief wasn’t with him, he went to the toy and kicked it across the concrete to the men. They moaned and cursed and he pulled the thief away with him.


  The thief and guide walked a hundred yards down a long straightaway surrounded by immense parking lots full of dusty cars and empty trucks, the remains of a large homeless encampment. Sections of the lot had been cordoned off with biohazard warning tape. The vehicles in those areas were blackened husks, where the authorities had burned the dead in place. The guide noticed the thief staring.


  He said, “It was better this way. Why risk a crew to move the bodies when fire did the job just as well?”


  The thief had heard the jokes. “The gasoline vaccine.”


  “Cheap and painless.”


  “As long as you’re sure everybody is dead before you strike the match.”


  “We were sure.”


  “It must be nice to be so certain of things.”


  The guide slowed his pace.


  “You think I’m lying?”


  The thief had to stop so as not to leave him behind.


  “No,” he said. “It’s just that I’m not certain about anything these days, except that I want to leave.”


  The guide pointed to the fairgrounds at the end of the long drive.


  “Come up to my office.”


  Inside, they went past the abandoned rides, many starting to show rust. Empty pens for animals. Dust and weeds everywhere. Food wrappers. Paper cups. The guide led the thief to a Ferris wheel near the center of the place. The thief was surprised by its size. The cars were large enough to hold a dozen adults. The guide went to the closest car and pulled the door open.


  “We can talk here,” he said and went inside.


  The thief followed him but, again, disturbed by the enclosed space, he remained by the open door. When they were inside, the guide took a metal box about the size of a cigarette pack from his bag and pushed a button. There was a metallic groan. The Ferris wheel jerked and the car rose into the air. The thief, caught off guard, slipped and would have fallen out if the guide hadn’t grabbed him and pulled him back into the car.


  “Not everything thing in here is broken,” the guide said and laughed.


  The thief sat on the floor, breathing hard until the car reached its apex. When it did, the guide pressed another button on the box and the Ferris wheel stopped. The thief gradually pulled himself to his feet and turned 180 degrees. The city spread out for miles in all directions.


  “The view,” he said.


  The guide spit out the open door.


  “Nothing can sneak up on you from up here. It’s a good place to get the lay of the land before going out.”


  The center of the city and some of the outer suburbs were lighting up for the evening, but they were surrounded by vast stretches of darkness.


  “I never realized how much of the city we’d lost. I’d heard the numbers, but seeing it—”


  The guide lit a cigarette.


  “It makes an impression.”


  The thief turned to look at the guide in the doorway.


  “Now that I was dumb enough to follow you, are we really here to talk or are you going to take my money and gold and throw me out?”


  “I could, you know,” said the guide, looking down at the ground. “Take your shit and watch you fall.”


  “I know.”


  “You wouldn’t be the first.”


  “Of course.”


  The guide shook his head slightly.


  “But I’m not going to. I just like the view and I like privacy when we’re working out details.”


  The guide pulled a pint of bourbon from his pack, gulped a mouthful, and handed it to the thief, who took a good pull of the stuff and handed it back. The thief relaxed a little. Whatever was going to happen would happen. There was nothing he could do about it.


  “You mentioned details,” said the thief.


  The guide put the bottle back in his pack.


  “I’ll take to you to the Turk, but I’m not going in. That means when you go inside, you’re not going to have any backup.”


  “Do you have some kind of problem with him?”


  “Of course I do. Warlords and power brokers—I don’t trust any of them. So when you go in, you’re on your own.”


  The thief could tell there were things the guide wasn’t telling him, but he was grateful enough not to have been murdered that he let it go. “How long will it take to get there?”


  The guide continued to smoke.


  “Do you want to go fast or safe?”


  “I don’t want to die in this city.”


  “Safe it is, then.”


  “How long will it take?”


  “It depends on the road,” said the guide. “Two, maybe three days if the way is clear. If it’s not, it’s taken as long as five.”


  “Five days?”


  The guide gestured out into the dying light.


  “You get pinned down somewhere by cops or a decon sweep, there’s nothing to do but sit tight.” He looked at the thief. “This isn’t sightseeing on a bus with lunch and pretty snapshots.”


  “Still. Days.”


  The guide tossed the cigarette out of the car.


  “Take it or leave it. No refunds.”


  The thief thought about it.


  “How long is the fast route?”


  “A couple days. If we make it at all. Of course for that, I’ll want your gold and cash, too.”


  “No. Take me the way we agreed.”


  Without a word, the guide pulled out a key and unlocked a compartment under the single chair in the car. He took out two neatly packed black bundles and tossed one to the thief. The thief unfolded it and found it to be a stiff bodysuit that seemed blacker than black.


  “Light absorbent,” said the guide as he pulled on his suit over his clothes. “Put up the hood and the mesh over your face. You’ll sweat, but it’ll scramble facial recognition scans.”


  The thief put his on and stood flexing, trying to work the stiffness out of the joints. The suit was indeed hot, and smelled faintly of mildew.


  The guide continued to pull tools from the seat, some of which the thief recognized from his own work. Pitons. Breaching tools. A small cutting torch. A thin polymer climbing cord. The guide put it all into a larger pack that he also took from the seat. When he had everything he needed, he transferred the bourbon into the new pack and locked the seat.


  “Can we leave now?” said the thief.


  “When it’s darker and they’ve moved off across town.”


  The guide pointed to pinpoints of light moving through the sky.


  “Helicopters?” said the thief.


  “Drones. As long as things stay quiet out here, they’ll soon move back to the center of town.”


  So they sat and smoked and took occasional drinks from the bottle until it was night and the lights in the sky had gone. Then the guide took them back to the ground and they set out west into one of the blacked-out parts of the city.


  They didn’t talk as they walked. There was a bright moon, so the sleeping city was illuminated all around them. Skyscrapers and apartment buildings. Restaurants that even the rats had deserted. The thief shook his head. He’d avoided areas like this because they’d been picked clean early in the epidemic. Ransacked cars dotted the wide thorough-fare. Broken shop windows. Sodden boxes for electronics or food. For the most part, though, the empty neighborhood was perfect. Frozen in time. Yet ruins all the same.


  Finally, the thief spoke.


  “Do think they’ll ever lift the quarantine?” he said.


  The guide kept walking.


  “We were the epicenter. What do you think?”


  “I don’t think they’ll ever let us out.”


  They walked for perhaps a half hour more before the guide said, “Shit.”


  He raised his hand. Silent pinpoints of light, like shooting stars, swirled through the sky in their direction. He pulled the thief right and they ran down two blocks and waited behind the collapsed wall of a church. The side streets were much worse than the ones they’d been on earlier. More like war zones, thought the thief. There were bullet holes in the buildings and overturned police cars. Echoes of old riots.


  The guide jacked into a spysat view of the area and said, “Sit tight.” An hour later, they headed west again, walking carefully. The guide remained jacked in and the thief suspected that the other man had been spooked after encountering a skyborne patrol this early in the trip. He hoped he’d hired the right guide and not a fool who would lead him into a trap. There had been those in the past and he’d barely escaped.


  They continued through the night, clambering over piles of bricks and barriers made from stacked cars meant to seal off the area from law enforcement. Near dawn, the men took shelter in the vault of an empty bank.


  It was close to winter and the morning air was chill. Eventually it seeped into the thief’s bodysuit, mingling with his sweat and making him shiver. The guide saw it and set out an ingot of metal that grew hot but gave off no smoke. The thief warmed himself near it.


  The adrenaline that had carried the thief through the night was ebbing now, and he felt ragged. As his eyes closed, he heard the guide say, “Why is it you’re willing to risk your neck to see the Turk?”


  The thief kept his eyes closed for a moment, his mind racing through good and bad lies. Finally, he decided there was nothing wrong with the truth.


  “Travel papers. It’s not enough to have a clean online health certificate. You need a physical, notarized form.”


  “Sounds expensive,” said the guide. “Think you’ll have any cash or gold left after you pay for all that?”


  “I don’t know. But I can always get more.”


  The guide looked at him conspiratorially.


  “Waylaying other sleeping travelers?”


  The thief frowned.


  “Not unless they try waylaying me first.”


  “Then how?”


  “Graves,” he said. “I rob graves.”


  For the first time the thief saw the guide look troubled. He said, “Stop talking and get some sleep. We’ll move fast tonight.”


  The thief settled down on the hard floor near the burning ingot and was quickly asleep. He dreamed of the day Mina left him and of finding her mother still alive. When he awoke in the later afternoon, he was in a foul mood. He ate a protein bar and kept to himself until it was time to leave.


  Before they left the bank, the thief took a small amount of a clear solution from a plastic bottle and rubbed it on his hands. Then he dry-swallowed some pills.


  “What’s in the bottle?” said the guide.


  “Skin sealant. It helps with cuts.”


  “And the pills?”


  “Immunosuppressants. I have job-related implants. This helps keep my body from rejecting them.”


  The guide, who’d been placing items in his pack, sat back on his haunches and laughed. “You’re taking immunosuppressants in the middle of a plague zone?”


  “Now you know why I want to leave.”


  “No. That’s not why you want to leave. Maybe part of it, but there’s more.”


  “There’s always more to a story, that’s why we call them stories. Can we go soon?”


  The guide gave him a look and poured water onto the heating ingot.


  “It needs to cool a little more.”


  In the evening, they passed a group of children picking through the remains of an automat that looked as if it hadn’t seen food in a year. There was a feral look to the pack, so the guide took out one of his pistols and held it to his side, making sure the children could see it. The men moved on and no one followed.


  An hour or two later they came upon an old man pushing a shopping cart piled high with dirty clothes and cans of food, many without labels. The old man tried to run, but there were stones and one of his legs was bad and he fell. The thief started to help him up, but the old man pulled away. He waved at the cart.


  “Take what you want, but don’t touch me.”


  “I’m not sick,” said the thief, showing the man the QR code lasered onto his wrist. “I have antibodies.”


  “I’ve seen men with a dozen of those. Talk to ‘em and tomorrow you’re coughing up blood.”


  “We don’t want your shit,” said the guide, and pulled the thief away roughly.


  The old man stayed sprawled in the street. He shouted, “You’re going to die, you know. There’s nothing but death down there.” He pointed to his head. “I can see these things. You’re both going to die.”


  The thief went back and threw a protein bar at the old man’s feet. He snatched it up and put it in his overcoat pocket.


  “This doesn’t change anything,” he said and pointed to the guide. “Your death will be quick, though alone.” He looked at the thief. “But yours will linger and you’ll beg for it.” The old man began to weep quietly, so they left him to it.


  The thief and the guide walked most of the night, until they saw the lights of a military APC in the distance. They went into a chain hotel and on the fifth floor found a room with comfortable beds and clean sheets. The guide jammed his breaching tool under the doorknob to block the entrance, and they moved a table and chairs against it for reinforcement.


  The guide removed a small device from his pack, inserted needles into each of his arms, and lay back.


  “What’s that?” said the thief.


  “Blood scrubber. Clears out the toxins, bacteria, and what have you. With your idiot pills you could probably use a cleaning. I’ll let you have a turn for some of that gold.”


  The thief considered it. He knew he could do with a cleaning, but losing more gold probably meant going back to cemeteries.


  “Thanks, but I’ll pass.”


  “Suit yourself. You feel like a million bucks after a round.”


  The thief lay down. His body was stiff from sleeping on the floor of the vault and the bed helped ease the pain.


  “I guess I won today,” said the guide quietly.


  “How so?”


  “I die quick and you die begging.”


  “Yes. I’m sure that old man was psychic. Besides, he didn’t say begging for what. Maybe I’m having so much fun I beg for it to stop.”


  “Right. That’s what he meant.”


  “I’m tired and going to sleep.”


  “Yeah. I won.”


  The men closed their eyes, but neither slept soundly with the noise of patrols going by. There was gunfire in the distance at sundown.


  The next morning there were still stars in the sky when the guide scanned the area on his spysat link. They headed out when there was just a sliver of light on the horizon.


  A dog, large and brown, with wounds down its body that had torn-away fur, eyed them as they came into the street. The guide shouted at it, but the dog didn’t move.


  The thief said, “You’d think they’d be thinner. Strays, I mean, this far away from the inhabited neighborhoods.”


  “He’s been eating all right. Maybe that old loudmouth from last night.”


  The thief made a face at the idea.


  Finally, the guide picked up a brick and threw it as hard as he could at the dog. It darted into a sunglasses store before the brick got near it. The two men headed out and when the thief looked back, the dog was watching them from the door of the shop.


  With no patrols in sight and the sky empty, the guide led them back to a main boulevard, where they made good time, even in the areas where the streets were crowded with ghuls. They reminded the thief of zombies he’d seen in old movies as a child. For the most part, their skin was gray and, on some of the worst ones, it sloughed off. But they weren’t dead. The victims of quack cures and contaminated black market medications, they paced the streets in vast herds like the undead he remembered. But the ghuls only attacked each other and it was just the maddest of them that did it. They were oblivious to the thief and guide. At certain intersections, the crowd became so dense that pushing through it took all the men’s strength.


  “Should we go back to the side streets?” said the thief once they made it through a particularly resistant mob.


  The guide said, “Only if you want to lose another day.”


  Ahead were some of the maddest of the ghuls. They were the most disturbing because they appeared utterly normal. Healthy skin. Clear eyes. On some, even their clothes were intact. But they couldn’t help gnawing on the flesh of the slower, gray ghuls. The stink of infection and creeping death was awful, and the men gave them a wide berth.


  When the way was clear again, the guide lit a cigarette, taking long drags on it as he spoke.


  “They say that sometimes the Turk moves around. What if he’s not there when we reach his place?”


  The thief said, “Who says he moves?”


  “It’s just what I’ve heard.”


  “They were lying or joking. The Turk never leaves his compound. He might be sick himself or waiting for the all clear. Or maybe he just doesn’t care what it’s like out here.”


  “Maybe,” said the guide. “So. You rob graves.”


  The thief felt ashamed again.


  “I didn’t always.”


  “You want to go back to the ghuls and pick some pockets?”


  “No thanks.”


  “They won’t mind.”


  “Stop it.”


  The guide smoked and nodded his head.


  “You like your dead less pushy.”


  “They’re not dead. They’re insane.”


  “Some are probably full of plague, so I hope that skin sealant is working for you.”


  The thief cursed. “I should have brought gloves.”


  “I have an extra pair. You can have them for a little gold.”


  “Let me think about it.”


  Soon they reached another of the mobs—the largest one yet. They cut to a side street, but it too was packed, so there was nothing to do but shoulder their way through. Deep in the sluggish sea of bodies, someone slammed into the thief and grabbed his arm. The mad ghul started to bite him, but stopped when it smelled his fresh skin. It stared at him for a moment before spinning around to bite one of the gray shamblers. As the ghul let go, the thief felt it scrape a little of the sealant off his hand. He called to the guide.


  “I’ll take the gloves.”


  The guide pulled them from his belt and slapped them into the thief’s chest.


  “I’ll get the gold later.”


  That night, there weren’t any intact buildings for them to bed down in, so the guide removed a fabric tube from his pack and tossed it on a flat spot between a garage and a sandwich shop. The tube unfolded into a small Fuller dome and the two men crawled inside. The guide sealed the door with a transparent gel that carried an electric charge to keep out intruders. The thief slid to the far side of the dome. The bottom had inflated enough that they were off the hard ground and relatively comfortable. Inside, it smelled of antiseptic and outgassing polymers. It reminded him of cheap toys from his childhood. He took a protein bar from his pack and the guide took jerky from his. The men traded the food and each ate quietly for a while.


  When he was halfway through the meat the thief said, “It’s been a couple of days now. Will we reach the Turk tomorrow?”


  “This isn’t bad,” said the guide chewing the protein bar. “Unlikely tomorrow. The day after if we’re lucky.”


  “All right,” said the thief. He was disappointed by the answer and ate the rest of the jerky, trying not to imagine where Mina was.


  The guide took out the bourbon, but the thief said, “Do you have any water?”


  He found water and handed the bottle to the thief. He drank deeply and when the thief realized how much he’d swallowed he felt guilty.


  “I’m sorry. I drank too much.”


  The guide waved it off. He opened his pack enough that the thief could see a little Maker inside.


  “We can cook up anything. All the food or water we want.”


  “Not meat,” said the thief. “Maker meat is always like rubber.”


  The guide put the pack away. He laughed lightly.


  “It is, isn’t it?”


  The thief finished the water and when offered the bourbon again, he drank some.


  The guide stared through the gel around the entrance and said, “I guess we’re all thieves in our own way. I quit the force when I got a better offer.”


  “It wasn’t grave robbing, I know that much.”


  “Distributor. Medicine for people who couldn’t get it any other away.”


  The thief frowned.


  “A lot of those bootleg meds didn’t work. Watered down. People died.”


  “What people? People like the old man with the cart? The losers we burned in their cars? You saw the lights in the center of town. Plenty of good people made it through alive.”


  “And you decide who the good people are?”


  The guide slid closer to him.


  “We didn’t force anyone to buy our shit, Mr. Corpse Fucker. They came to us begging.”


  “And you sold them poison.”


  The guide looked at the ceiling of the dome.


  “The hospitals had all been bought up by the banks and techs by then. Concierge care. They wouldn’t take those kinds of people. At least my way, they died with a little hope.”


  “That’s some twisted logic. Your garbage is partly responsible for those fucking zombies tonight. They didn’t die with hope.”


  “They’re not dead. Besides, if I gave you a dollar for every corpse in every graveyard you ever stole from, would you really care how the dead got there? No. You’d say thanks and count your money.”


  The thief balled up a fist.


  “Friends of mine died from the bad medicine.”


  The guide inched a little closer.


  “I’m sorry for your friends, but like I said, I never forced anything on anyone.”


  The guide was a much bigger man than the thief, and having him this close and clearly ready to charge made the thief nervous. He relaxed his fist and said, “Can we talk about something else?”


  The guide slid back across the dome.


  “Maybe we shouldn’t talk at all.”


  “That’s fine by me.”


  The guide put out his hand.


  “But before you bed down, princess, I’ll take the gold for the gloves.”


  The guide named an absurd amount and this time the thief haggled. When they reached half the original price the thief paid him and went to sleep.


  He dreamed of Mina again. This time she wasn’t leaving him, but choking as she coughed up blood in their bed.


  There were police patrols in the streets, so the guide took them onto the rooftops of a series of tower blocks. It was slow going, but the thief had spent hundreds of nights on similar roofs and felt at home crossing the tar paper walkways, stepping around and under air cleaners and dish antennae. However, an hour after sundown, the temperature plunged suddenly and a light snow began to fall. They had to stop frequently as drones passed overhead, silent as bats. Soon, the thief’s feet were numb in the snow.


  He said, “Should we take shelter for a while? I can’t feel my hands or feet.”


  The guide looked at the sky.


  “We can, but the snow is just going to get worse. Stop now and we could lose another day.”


  “I have gear for this kind of weather back home, but I wanted to travel light.”


  “You should have come to me earlier and I would have told you what to bring.”


  The thief cursed himself for all the equipment he’d left behind. The temperature continued to drop and he shivered as they crossed flat roofs that offered no protection from the wind. He said, “That ingot of yours will keep a room warm. Do you have anything that will work for us?”


  The guide kept up a steady pace as he spoke.


  “Sure. But it will cost you more gold.”


  The thief didn’t hesitate. “I’ll pay. What do you have?”


  The guide knelt by a large, overturned satellite dish and took pills from a leather pouch on his belt. He gave the thief one pill and kept one for himself. They were small cubes without any markings that the thief could see.


  “What is it?”


  “It’s Swiss. Good stuff. It’ll jack your system into overdrive. Body temp. Strength. Endurance. Heightened senses.”


  “Will they warm us for the night?”


  “No,” said the guide. “They’re only good for about three hours. But we can cover a lot of ground before they wear off.”


  The thief started to swallow the pill, but hesitated when he thought about the guide and the bad medicine he’d peddled.


  The guide laughed at him and swallowed his pill.


  “You think I’m dumb enough to take my own product?”


  The thief swallowed his and they started out again. He was cold for a long time and the going was slow. He could tell that he was annoying the guide, who had to alter his pace. The thief felt weak and foolish when he thought of his brash thefts over the years. No fear at all back then. But something had broken in him when he’d discovered Mina’s lie, and he’d never quite put himself back together again. He pushed the memory of it out of his mind and settled into counting his steps, trying to keep up with the guide.


  A few more minutes of shivering, then a sudden warmth spread throughout his body. The sensation was like strong coffee and the stimulants he took when he was working all night. It was as the guide had said. He felt stronger and it seemed to him that the night cleared considerably as his vision and hearing expanded. The guide flashed him a knowing look and began to trot through the thin layer of fresh snow. The thief kept up with him easily and they ran that way for another hour without slowing.


  Finally, they stopped behind a billboard advertising tropical vacations. The guide checked the spysat and said, “Patrols have moved on. Let’s go down. We’ll make better time in the street.”


  They went down four floors and had several more to go when the thief heard a guttural rumble. The guide put out his arm and abruptly stopped the thief. He’d clearly heard the sound too. The rumble came again and this time they understood it to be a growl. The thief thought about the dog that the guide had thrown a brick at and what he’d said about it: he’s been eating all right.


  Little light came through the building’s dusty windows but with his heightened senses, the thief could see at least six large dogs waiting for them at the bottom of the stairs. There was something odd about them.


  “What—?” the thief started to say.


  The guide whispered, “Hush. Jadghunds.” He quietly slipped one of the pistols from its holster on his belt.


  Jadghund. The thief had heard the term, but never seen one. Lab-grown for heavy muscle. He’d heard tales about some with plastique sewn in their gut that could stop a tank. Necrotizing toxins in their saliva. A single bite was death.


  “What do we do?” whispered the thief. He was sure that with the drug in his system he could easily make it back to the roof.


  The guide said, “Run. But not yet.” He bought the pistol up level as the alpha of the pack took a few slow steps up the stairs. The fur bristled along its back and there was something wrong with its eyes. They glowed silver in the dimness of the stairwell. “When I fire, go,” he said.


  As the Jadghund readied to pounce, the guide fired off a volley of shots. There was little noise from the gun, but the dogs howled. The thief saw then that it wasn’t bullets that had hit the pack, but electrified hobbles that wrapped themselves around the animals’ legs and throats.


  “Go,” shouted the guide, and he and the thief ran back up the stairs. The guide fired more rounds, but they must have gone wide because the thief could hear the Jadghunds closing on them. Instead of running all four floors back to the roof, the guide shoved the thief into an office and slammed the door shut. The men pushed a heavy metal desk against the door and went to the windows. Most were sealed shut, but one let out onto a fire escape. The window was jammed, however, and the thick glass wouldn’t break when the guide kicked it. He slid his pack off and took out the breach tool—a small axe head on one end and a crowbar on the other. He used the bar to pry up the window and shoved the thief out onto the fire escape. The cool air felt good for a moment until the thief heard the office door splinter open and ravenous barking as the Jadghunds charged inside.


  The guide fired at the three dogs that burst into the room and two went down. But the alpha knocked him onto his back before he could do anything except grab his pack and hold it before him to keep the hound’s vicious jaws away.


  The thief left his pack on the fire escape and climbed back through the window. The guide had dropped his breach tool and the thief grabbed it, slamming the axe end down again and again onto the alpha’s back and head. Blood, ink black in the moonlight, splattered the wall and his chest and arms. At first, the hound seemed oblivious to him, but after a few more blows it ceased its attack on the guide and turned on the thief. He never stopped striking the animal, even as it pivoted toward him. It seemed to him that there was nothing left of its head but bare skull and its silver eyes. The thief pressed against the wall before the Jadghund finally staggered and slumped onto the floor.


  The thief went back to the guide and helped him to his feet. Once the man was upright, he jerked away and ran his hands over his arms and face. “Did it bite me?” he said. Then shouted, “Did it bite me? I don’t have antivenom.”


  The thief looked him over. The alpha’s blood was splattered on the guide’s face and ran down his arms, but he didn’t see any puncture wounds. The guide relaxed a little and used his sleeve to wipe blood from his face.


  “Good job with the breach. Bring it to me.”


  The guide’s pack had been shredded in the attack and he was trying to patch it back together with a sealing foam when one of the other Jadghunds broke free. The men had to scramble onto the fire escape and down to the street. The climbing cord, small boxes, and tools tumbled from the guide’s torn pack as they went. They gathered up what they could when they reached the ground, but a ragged crowd was forming nearby, attracted by the sounds of the fight. Some of the gawkers held pipes and heavy clubs. The guide pulled a pistol and aimed it at them. It wasn’t necessary. The last of the Jadghunds had freed themselves, stumbled down the fire escape, and leapt the last two floors onto the street. The panicked crowd scattered and the pack ran for them as the thief and guide hid, and then slipped quietly away.


  The guide set up the dome again, this time in a parking garage just off the main street. The sounds of growls and screams had long since faded. Before they bedded down, the thief pointed to some ghuls outside. The mad, clear-skinned kind in business suits and expensive dresses. Inside the dome, the guide used several packets of antiseptic wipes to clean the last of the blood off himself.


  “I lost my pack back there,” said the thief.


  “Lost most of mine too,” the guide said, laying out the shredded pack’s remaining contents. It wasn’t much. Some ammunition. A change of clothes. A single square of jerky. A collapsible machete. But the Maker seemed to be intact. He kissed it. “We’ll be okay with this. There will be food and water to keep going.”


  The thief felt a little better and was surprised when the guide put out his hand.


  “You saved my ass back there,” said the big man.


  The thief reached out his hand and they shook.


  As the guide rummaged through the pack’s side pockets he said, “Keep your gold for the pills. I owe you that much.”


  “Thank you.” Then, “Fuck.”


  “What? You get bit?”


  “No. I lost my immunosuppressants back there.”


  “No matter,” said the guide. “The Turk will have all that when you get there.”


  “Something else to pay for.”


  The guide threw the torn pack to the side of the dome.


  “There’s always something else. That and death are the only two things you can count on.”


  After the run across the roofs and the fight, the effects of the pill were wearing off. The thief checked his pockets hoping for a protein bar, but came up with nothing.


  “I’m hungry too,” said the guide. “You know how to set up a Maker?”


  “Of course.”


  “Get it fired up. I’ll be back in two shakes.”


  The guide unfolded the machete and went into the street. The thief prepared the Maker and wondered what the guide would return with. Weeds? A rat? As long as it was organic, he didn’t really care. He just needed something in his belly and nourishment enough to keep moving. It amazed him when he thought about how, in just a few days, he’d moved so far from his old life. He was a thief and a good one, the opposite of a man of action like the guide. When he did his job well, there was no action at all. A concentrated calm, then in and out and back home. There was none of that left now. No subtlety and certainly no home. He rubbed his aching shoulder, wondering if he’d torn something in the fight with the hound.


  The guide soon returned with something wrapped in blue fabric. He set it on the dome floor and said, “Is the Maker ready?”


  The thief nodded.


  “What is that?”


  “About five pounds of protein. We can go for a week on this.”


  The thief looked at him.


  “It’s going to take another week to get there?”


  The guide unfolded the fabric and said, “Relax. It’s just an expression. We’re nearly there.”


  With the fabric unfolded, the thief saw a bloody lump of fresh meat. Several pounds of it at least. He wondered for a moment if the guide had gone back and taken a leg from the dead hound. But the thief looked more closely and recognized the fabric as blue pinstripe. He backed away from it all the way across the dome.


  “You cut that off one of the ghuls.”


  The guide took out a bowie knife and sliced the meat into pieces small enough to fit inside the Maker. “He won’t miss it,” he said.


  “Did you kill him?”


  The guide sighed. When he spoke he sounded weary.


  “What do you want the Maker to cook up? You don’t like Maker meat. So, what? Those shitty bars you choke down?”


  “I’m not eating that,” said the thief.


  “That’s right. You’re not. Molecules are molecules. When the Maker is done you’ll forget all about where they came from.”


  “No.”


  The guide put the meat in the Maker and started it.


  “Suit yourself, but you’re not going to make it to the Turk if you don’t eat. Especially after tonight. You think I don’t see you favoring that shoulder? You need protein for that to heal.”


  “I can’t.”


  The guide looked hard at him.


  “You can and you will if I have to shove it down your throat.”


  “Why do you care so much if I eat?”


  “Because you think you’re better than me. People like you come to me all the time. Take me home. Take me somewhere better. Save me. But when they see the true cost of travel, they turn their back on the people who saved them. No, you’re going to eat. And tomorrow you’re going to walk. And that’s all there is to it.”


  The thief lay down with his back to the guide until an hour later the Maker beeped. He listened as the guide slipped the tray of warm food from the device and set it down. To the thief’s horror, it smelled delicious.


  “Dinner’s ready,” said the guide.


  The thief didn’t reply.


  After a moment, the guide said. “I know you can smell it and I know you’re hungry because I am. Let’s do this the simple way and you come over here because if I have to come over there it won’t be simple.”


  The thief listened as the guide ate and it tormented him how much he wanted to eat too. Finally he sat up, hurting his injured shoulder in the process. He said, “I know that smell.”


  “I made it just for you, princess. It smells and tastes just like corn bread,” said the guide. Then, mockingly, “Don’t worry. There’s no bones and it’s all protein.” He slid a slice of the loaf across the dome on a piece of the blue pinstripe fabric.


  The thief knew the fabric was there so he wouldn’t forget the origin of the molecules. He sniffed the slice. His stomach knotted and he knew what was going to happen next. He reached out and pinched off a tiny corner of the slice between his thumb and forefinger. It tasted exactly like corn bread, though the texture was a little gummy.


  “Good, huh?” said the guide.


  The thief stared at the slice.


  “It’s too late. You ate some and you want more,” the guide said. “You’re a monster like me. Now finish it.”


  The thief knew that the guide’s threat to force the food on him wasn’t an idle one. And he was starving. He broke off another piece from the slice and put it in his mouth. Then another. And began to laugh.


  “What’s so funny?” said the guide.


  “My wife used to make corn bread. Back when you could get things like corn meal.”


  “Was it good?”


  “Very.”


  “Does this remind you of home?”


  The thief laughed again.


  “Not in the slightest.”


  The guide shook his head.


  “Me neither.”


  They ate in quiet until the guide said, “Did you kill her?”


  The thief looked up from his food.


  “My wife? Of course not.”


  The guide cut another slice from the loaf and handed it to the thief, who accepted it.


  “I was just curious. You seemed so hot to get out of town and I can’t help but notice you’re traveling alone.”


  The thief picked at the food.


  “She’s gone now. It hurts to stay.”


  The guide leaned back a little.


  “An optimist and a romantic. You’re a funny thief.”


  “And you’re a chatty cop.”


  The guide thought about it.


  “I suppose I am. But I lost my cards so I can’t take your gold playing poker.”


  “Good,” said the thief. “I cheat at cards and you’d just get mad.”


  The guide wrapped the rest of the loaf in the pinstripe material and put it in the remains of his pack.


  “Did you love her?” he said.


  “Yes. I did.”


  “The way you talk about her, though. She didn’t die. She left you.”


  “So?”


  “So, you loved her, but she didn’t love you.”


  “She did. In her way.”


  “But she still ran off,” said the guide. “Maybe with someone who didn’t fuck corpses?”


  “I didn’t always steal from the dead. It’s just that I want to leave the living alone these days.”


  “And now you ate one. How does that feel?”


  The thief didn’t reply.


  The guide lay back on the floor and said, “The Turk isn’t going to sell you anything. He’s going to take your shit and pluck your arms and legs like the wings off a fly. And don’t tell me that it’s okay because if it is, I’ll leave you right here and go home.”


  “No,” said the thief. “Getting murdered by the Turk isn’t any better than dying from your poison medicine. But I have nowhere else to go for the papers.”


  “Good luck. I’m not going in with you.”


  “You said that.”


  “Just so you understand.”


  “Right.”


  They went to sleep then. The thief didn’t dream, or if he did, he didn’t remember it and that was just as good.


  The thief awoke, not quite sure where he was at first. The guide was outside, eating in the open air of the parking garage. The thief went and joined him, but refused more of the Maker loaf. It had snowed during the night and the streets were covered in two or more inches of a flat whiteness. When the guide saw him, he tossed the thief a small, sealed pack. The thief opened it and shook out a sort of dull Mylar shawl with a hood.


  “We’ll be easy drone targets in these dark clothes,” said the guide. “The hoodies will reflect the snow and make us harder to spot.”


  They packed up the dome and their meager supplies in the guide’s crudely repaired pack and headed out as soon as the sun was gone. The thief was glad that he’d bought the gloves. They weren’t very thick, but they helped a little with the cold. After last night, he could no longer tell how many days they’d been camping.


  “How much longer to the Turk’s?” he said.


  “I’ll tell you later,” said the guide.


  “Why later?”


  “Because I said so. And because I want to get the lay of the land.”


  “We’re not lost, are we?”


  “Don’t insult me. It’s just that the snow changes things. I need all my eyes—the ones in my head and readings from the spysat. I can’t process it all with you chattering away.”


  “All right, then. But tell me when you can.”


  “Quiet.”


  They walked west for several hours, sometimes on the thoroughfare and sometimes on the side streets, stumbling over bricks made slippery with ice. Once, the thief tripped over a body in the snow and almost fell. The guide kept walking and the thief had to trot a distance to catch up.


  The road became stranger as they left the business district behind. What appeared to be people huddled together in a group was a collection of robotic and hologram greeters from local shops and hotels. Each lit up or gave them a mechanical smile as they passed. Some spoke to them in cheerful tones.


  “Bonjour.”


  “Hello.”


  “Nǐ hǎo.”


  “Zdravstvuj.”


  Later, there was a charred apartment building festooned with torn biohazard tape, as if decorated for a party.


  An hour on, a street sculpture of two people kissing that had been constructed from bricks and broken glass.


  Then, a children’s playground full of naked mannequins.


  At the very edge of the district were a dozen wooden poles with a human skull mounted on top of each. The guide took out the pistol, but if anyone was there, they didn’t show themselves.


  Eventually, the thief and the guide came to a long suspension bridge covered in snow. The lights on top of the support towers shone, but the near end of the bridge had been blown up sometime during the pandemic to keep anyone from crossing. The thief’s breath caught in his throat at the sight of the dead end. The guide pointed out over the dark water.


  “See that black hump on the hill on other side of the bridge? That’s the Turk’s bunker.”


  “But how do we get there?”


  “If things work out like tonight, we’ll be there by morning.”


  “Do you have a boat?”


  “Don’t be stupid.”


  They turned north and went along the road facing the water. There was no sound except for their footfalls crunching in the dry snow. The breeze blowing in from the river was icy. The thief shivered, but didn’t feel bad about it because the guide shivered too.


  “I don’t suppose you have any of those pills left?” said the thief.


  The guide blew into his hands.


  “Nope. Lost them all to the dogs.”


  “Too bad. I would have paid a lot for one.”


  “Me too.”


  The thief looked back over the water.


  “The Turk’s building looks odd.”


  “It used to be a military bunker. Command and control. Fire center. Bang bang. Supposed to be roomy inside. A place to retreat to if things get too hot for the local powers that be.”


  “Are they all in there with the Turk?”


  “Maybe. But no one’s in there that the Turk doesn’t want.”


  “Whoever’s there, it will be good to reach it soon,” said the thief.


  “Just so you know, this is going to be the hardest part of the trip.”


  “Why? How?”


  “You don’t just stroll up to the Turk’s bunker. You’d get blown away by the cops, the national guard, or the Turk himself. There’s an old AI that runs the bunker. The Turk has most of the old systems online. Scout drones. Mines. Jadghunds. Romper Stompers.”


  “What’s that?”


  “Spooky perimeter mechs that almost look like people. You spot one, think you’re safe, then it takes your head off and skull-fucks you.”


  “I’d rather not die this close to the end.”


  “Smart man. That’s why we’re taking the safe route.”


  The thief looked over at the guide.


  “You’ve lost all your supplies. How will you make it back to the fairgrounds?”


  “I’ve been in worse shape and even shittier situations. I’ll get back. I have your gold to spend and those cards to cash in.”


  “What will you do with it? You have money now. Why don’t you ask the Turk for papers too?”


  The guide gave him a dim smile.


  “What’s out there for me? I’m at home here. With what you paid me, soon I’ll be a king.”


  “You want to die in this city?”


  “Why not? It’s as good as anywhere. But I won’t be doing it for a good long time.”


  “Not according to the old man.”


  “Fuck the old man.”


  “Now who’s the optimist?”


  As they went, the guide took out some of the Maker loaf. This time, in the cold, the thief ate with him.


  The guide said, “Endings always make me happy. Don’t they make you happy?”


  “It depends on the ending.”


  “That’s your problem. You want things. People who want things are never happy.”


  “If you don’t want anything, how about giving me my cards and gold back?”


  The guide waved a finger at him.


  “There’s a difference between wanting things and needing things. I need plenty. Your shit is going to get it for me.”


  “What is it you need?”


  “Don’t worry about it. Worry about getting in through that bunker without the Turk ripping out your organs to use for himself.”


  “Is that why you’re afraid of the Turk?”


  “I didn’t say I was afraid.”


  The guide led them east, away from the water and back into the city.


  They walked for two blocks before the guide stopped.


  The thief said, “How many times have you seen the Turk?”


  “Who says I’ve seen him?”


  “I just get the feeling that you went to see him and that something happened.”


  The guide spit into the snow.


  “I saw him once. And came out a rich man.”


  “Was this before or after you peddled poison?”


  “Before. I was still on the force. I quit after I’d made my fortune.”


  “Money?”


  “Plenty of it. More than on all your cards.”


  “What happened to it?”


  The guide looked away.


  “Things didn’t work out.”


  “What happened to the money? Did you lose it or did someone take it?”


  The guide turned and gave him a sharp look.


  “I’m not a cuck like you. No one takes from me.”


  “So you lost it and sold snake oil.”


  The guide got down on his knees in the street and wiped snow off a manhole cover.


  “Forgive me if I don’t feel sorry for you,” said the thief.


  The guide looked up. His face had turned hard.


  “You know how the old man said you’d die begging? I hope I’m there to see it. We lost the crowbar to the dogs, so help me open this manhole.”


  It took them several minutes to remove the heavy cover with their numb fingers. When they finally managed it, the guide stepped into the hole and climbed down a steel ladder set into the wall. The thief followed him and when he reached the bottom he looked up.


  “Shouldn’t we close the cover?”


  The guide looked around.


  “They’ll do it later.”


  “Who will?”


  Pointing down one of the tunnels, the guide turned on a flashlight and said, “This way.” The thief was used to streets, and roofs, and the dark contours of other people’s rooms. He didn’t know what to make of this new world, so he followed the guide because the only other thing he could do was climb out of the hole and give up.


  He quickly lost track of time in the sewers. The tunnels didn’t smell as awful as he thought they would. Maybe it was the cold. Maybe it was because there was no one left to flush anything into them. Whatever the reason, he was grateful. Still, there were standing puddles here and there and he cursed when the frigid, slimy water splashed his legs. Sometimes, rats walked along the walls, pacing them. But they seemed more curious than anything. At one turn, the thief saw a half-frozen waterfall of old sewage. He found it strangely beautiful in the bluish glow of the flashlight LEDs. The tunnel they stepped into after going through a cracked wall was much wider and cleaner and their passage, while not pleasant, wasn’t as difficult as it had been earlier.


  There were moments when the thief wondered if the guide wasn’t leading him to a place where it would be easy to kill him and take the last of his belongings. But that made no sense. The guide could have killed him as far back as the Ferris wheel and a hundred times since. No. Whatever the reason for the sewer detour, it wasn’t an ambush.


  Soon, though, the guide stopped. A tall woman stood in the tunnel ahead. Her black hair was tied back and she wore an expensive fur coat that stretched all the way down to her combat boots. Two other women stood behind her with rifles trained on the men.


  “Hello, Maggie,” said the guide.


  “Hello yourself.” She looked at the thief and said to the guide, “The blind man said you might be heading here. This your cargo?”


  “He is indeed.”


  “You’re really taking him to see the Turk?”


  “It’s what he paid for.”


  “Be careful. There’s something going on at the bunker.”


  “What’s going on?” said the thief.


  Maggie grinned at him.


  “Look. It can talk.”


  The women behind her laughed.


  “I don’t know what’s going on exactly,” said Maggie. “Things are just different. The Turk has more patrols out. He’s cleared the countryside and shoots down anything in the sky that gets near him. It’s like he’s expecting something.”


  The guide looked at the thief.


  “You still want to go?”


  “I don’t have a choice.”


  “There’s always a choice, shithead,” said Maggie.


  The thief looked at her and the other women.


  “Do you live down here in the sewers all the time?”


  Maggie looked at the guide.


  “Where did you get this idiot?” She turned to the thief. “You haven’t been in the sewers for miles. What, were you expecting to pop out of the Turk’s toilet?”


  “Then where are we?” said the thief.


  “The metro tunnel under the river. Army pulled up the rails when they blew the bridge, but it’ll take you right to the bunker.”


  “Then you’re the toll takers.”


  “Exactly.”


  “So, pay the lady.”


  “How much?”


  She named a sum.


  “Gold or cash?”


  “Cash is fine.”


  When he’d paid, Maggie and the other women stepped aside so that the guide and the thief could pass. As they went, Maggie called to the guide, “Be careful out there. I don’t want to have to drag you in pieces back to the blind man. If you end up in a wheelchair, he won’t be able to help you wipe your ass.”


  The guide gave her the finger without turning and the thief heard the women laugh again. The sound was high and clear and reminded him of Mina. More than ever, he wanted to get to the Turk and out of the mad city.


  The guide stopped a few yards on and pushed a button set into the grimy wall. Gears ground and something heavy moved in the wall next to them. A moment later, doors opened and the two men stepped into an unlit elevator. The guide pushed the top button and the car clattered upward. A moment later, the doors opened and the thief found himself standing in morning light in an enclosed glass atrium for the transit system. He pushed through the doors and back out into the cold. No more than a half mile off sat the Turk’s bunker, black and immense, outlined in white snow.


  The thief felt happier than he had in months.


  “You said this would be the hardest part of the trip. That wasn’t so bad.”


  The guide took out a piece of the loaf and ate it without offering any to the thief. “We’re not at the hard part yet.”


  ***


  They went north for an hour without getting any closer to the bunker. Then turned west, and the building finally grew larger in the thief’s vision.


  “After what Maggie said, we’re going to circle the place before you even dream about going in,” said the guide.


  By now the thief was impatient, but understood the wisdom of the guide’s plan.


  They walked uphill into a thin stand of trees above the bunker. Hunkering down behind a sickly pine, the guide pulled a handful of spiked red marbles from his bag and threw them in a sweeping motion down the hill before them. Rolling under their own power, the marbles bounced far out in all directions. A few stopped in place and pulsed red before going out.


  “Mines,” the guide said. “Can’t go that way. We’ll have to try farther up.”


  He had just reached into his pack for more marbles when the thief caught sight of figures around them. He touched the guide’s shoulder.


  “There’s someone here.”


  The guide didn’t make a sound. His gun fired twice at the figures advancing on them. The bullets’ hiss surprised the thief and he pressed himself down into the snow. These weren’t hobbling shells. They were Raufoss. Armor-piercing.


  One of the figures fell at an angle that allowed the thief to see it clearly. Though it possessed arms and legs, its face was a parody of anything human. Crooked, uneven teeth in what looked like a broken jaw. Lumpy clots of skin on its skull, as if someone had taken a blowtorch to it. The eyes were clear, but the forehead was cracked. A Romper Stomper, he guessed. The guide continued firing and more fell. Each face was different, but no less horrific. The thief grew less shocked by it all. It was a joke. The ridiculous faces were war paint meant to scare fools. Like us, he thought.


  More of them came and the guide didn’t stop firing until his pistol was empty. Yet the Stompers, mounted with rifles and grenade launchers, didn’t return fire. The thief remained still. The guide dropped his pistol to the ground and cursed frantically as the mechs surrounded them. Two reached down and pulled the thief and guide to their feet, marching them around the minefield and down the hill to the bunker.


  They brought them in through the front gates. More Stompers filled sides of the concrete deck outside an enormous armor-plated doorway that slid up as they approached. There were gun emplacements along the roof and drones overhead, spinning and diving in complicated circles in the sky above them.


  As they approached the armored doorway, the guide dug in his heels and shook his head. He said, “I’m not going in. Shoot me here, but I’m not going in.”


  The Stomper escort stopped, but did nothing. The thief got the impression that they were communicating with whoever was controlling them from inside the bunker. A minute or so later, two Stompers pushed the guide away and escorted the thief inside.


  The guide shouted after him, “If you make it out, I’ll take you to the border with your damn papers. I always finish a deal.”


  Through the armored doorway was a large transport bay full of trucks and jeeps. They went through that area and continued deep inside the bunker complex. Down dozens of gray corridors, some leading off to side offices with dusty glass. The thief could tell they hadn’t been inhabited in years. He wondered if it was the military or the wealthy and politically connected who were bringing him so deep into the Turk’s lair, and for what purpose.


  The Stomper led him into an elevator and they went down for a long time. There were no numbers on the panel. Just simple up and down buttons. The thief counted the seconds and when the doors opened, he figured that they’d been descending into the Earth for close to a minute.


  There’s no escaping here, he thought. Even if I knew the way out. He took a breath and steadied himself for whatever awaited him.


  To his surprise, when the elevator doors opened and he stepped out of the car, the Stomper didn’t follow him. The doors slid shut again and he was alone. The thief stood in what could have been some kind of laboratory or, he thought, the basement of an electric power plant. Large monitors ringed the room, showing views of the hillside and rooms within the bunker. The thief saw himself on video from different angles. What looked like motors hung overhead. Around them, smaller devices ran on little wheels along lubricated poles.


  The thief looked around and said, “Hello?”


  A PA system crackled and a voice said, “Hello,” and his name.


  The thief turned just as something large swung down from the ceiling in his direction. He recognized it as some sort of particularly sophisticated mech. The central body was twenty feet tall and a dozen insectile arms with delicate titanium fingers hung in a ring from the thing’s body. It spoke again: “Hello” and his name. The sound frightened and then disgusted him.


  “Stop that,” he said.


  “Stop what?” said the mech.


  “Stop using Mina’s voice.”


  “You can’t imagine Mina in a place like this?”


  “No.”


  “Does that mean she should go away?”


  That stopped the thief.


  “Is she here? Show me. Let me see her.”


  The mech slid closer and turned around. Mina’s face swung into view.


  “Hello, baby. I’ve missed you.”


  He wanted to run. He wanted to vomit. But instead, he went closer to the mech. Its insect limbs clicked and clacked.


  It was Mina’s face he saw. In fact, her whole body. It looked as if the skin had been flensed from her body, stretched and intricately melded to the mech. The thief could see the profiles of other faces and skins beyond hers, wrapping around the bot’s entire torso.


  The thief said, “How are you here?”


  “They brought me here. The people who ran this place. I was almost dead. They experimented on me. When most of them were dead and there was no one to run the site, they gave me a second chance at life.”


  “You’re the Turk,” said the thief.


  Mina’s face grinned. It didn’t look quite right, but it wasn’t as bad as it might have been.


  “If you mean the AI who runs the complex, no. There never was an AI. There was always a human behind the scenes. When the most intelligent parts of the system began to fail, it reasoned that it could survive with more human components.”


  “Which means you are the Turk, except the Turk never existed.”


  “No, silly,” said Mina. “The real Turk was an eighteenth-century automaton that could play chess and beat masters. Only there was no automaton. There was a man inside the box who made all the moves. The whole concept of the Turk is a joke.”


  Suddenly exhausted, the thief looked for a chair and when he didn’t find one he sat on the floor.


  “How is this possible? I’ve wanted to come here to see the Turk for months. What are the odds that the guide I hired would bring me to you?”


  The Mina machine moved closer to him. It extended a metal hand and the thief touched it.


  “There were no odds in this. Just me. I knew you were looking. I cleared a path for you to find me. Sent patrols to force you onto safer streets. Cleared buildings for you to bed in.”


  “And the dogs?”


  “Them too.”


  “Why? They almost killed us.”


  “Did they attack you?”


  “They chased me.”


  “But did they attack? I wanted to weaken your friend outside. Deprive him of some of his tools and throw him off-balance so it would be harder for him to kill you.”


  The thief made a face.


  “He could have killed me a hundred times.”


  “Yes, but he wants what you want.”


  “Travel papers.”


  “Yes. He’s been lying to you all along.”


  The thief thought it over. It made a kind of sense.


  “Why don’t you kill him?”


  “Because I want you to do it for me.”


  Like everything else since he’d arrived, that caught the thief off guard. He lay down on his back on the floor.


  “You haven’t asked how I died,” said Mina.


  “I was afraid.”


  “It was medicine my mother gave me. His medicine.”


  The thief sat up.


  “Oh god. That’s why you led me to him.”


  “I miss you. Do you miss me?”


  “Every day.”


  “We can be together. I’m not exactly who I once was, but I’m enough to still love you.”


  “I love you too. I want to stay. But I want to make that fucker outside pay for what he did.”


  Mina’s metal hand lay gently over the thief’s heart.


  “To be with me, you’re going to have to give up your body. You’ll have to die.”


  The old man’s words about his death came back to the thief: yours will linger and you’ll beg for it.


  “Yes,” he said. “Please kill me.”


  Mina’s arm retracted and another swung down. There was a sleek silver injector on the end.


  “What’s that?” said the thief.


  “The virus. A new strain. It works quickly and no one has immunity to it. I’ve been saving it for just this moment.”


  “That’s how I’ll kill the guide?”


  “Yes. But it’s only transmissible through blood.”


  The thief looked at her and finally understood. He pushed up his sleeve.


  “Give it to me.”


  The needle stung and the injection burned through his veins for a moment, but when it was over he felt as good and strong as ever.


  After Mina gave him the travel papers, the Stomper took him through the building and out onto the bunker’s concrete deck, where the guide was waiting. The man opened his arms wide when he saw him.


  “You did it, princess. The Turk let you go. With the papers?”


  The thief pulled the papers from inside his black bodysuit and showed them to the guide.


  “We should get going,” said the thief. “I’d like to make it to the border before dark.”


  “Absolutely,” the guide said. He looked at the Stompers, but the mechs did nothing to stop them as he led the thief away. They headed back toward the transit tunnel. The guide talked amiably as they went.


  “I don’t believe you fucking did it. I have to admit, this trip, I thought you were a complete asshole the whole way. But now? Now you’re my fucking hero.”


  They were halfway to the atrium for the tunnel elevator when the guide said, “Tell me. What does the Turk look like?”


  The thief stopped.


  “I thought you said he gave you a fortune.”


  The guide stopped too and looked around, uncomfortable.


  “Shit. I did say that. No, I never saw the Turk, and he never gave me anything.”


  Before the thief could speak, the guide had the knife in his hand and plunged it hilt deep into the thief’s gut. The man let out something that was half a groan and half simply a long exhalation of air. The thief fell forward against the guide’s chest.


  “Don’t fight it,” said the guide. “Just relax and wait for Jesus.”


  The thief looked at the guide, but his vision was collapsing to a long tunnel. He knew he would pass out in a moment, but before he did, he pulled off a glove with his teeth and raked his nails down, scratching the guide’s cheek. The man screamed and stepped back, pulling out the knife. The thief reflexively pressed his hands over the wound in his belly. It took just a few seconds for the guide to regain his senses and stab him again. This time, the thief brought up a hand and smeared his blood onto the guide’s wounded cheek. The guide shoved the thief to the ground and rifled through his bodysuit. When he found the travel papers he stood up.


  The cold revived the thief enough that he could see the guide looking over the papers. He appeared elated as he tucked them into his own suit. Then he grimaced and put a hand to his cheek. “Fuck. It burns.” The guide pulled his hand away and the fingers came back black. “What the fuck did you do to me?”


  The guide ran in the direction of the atrium. The thief watched him sprinting madly away, trying to put to put as much distance as he could between himself and the thief. In red-slimed snow, the thief was able to push himself up on one elbow. He watched the guide run a hundred or so steps, stumble once, and fall face-first to the ground. He didn’t get up.


  Soon, a group of Stompers came from the bunker and the thief felt himself loaded onto a stretcher. He passed out and when he awakened, the wounds in his abdomen were healed with a cellular glue that left only vague scars. He had the impression that a long time had passed. Perhaps days.


  When he finally sat up in bed, Mina’s face flashed on one of the monitors.


  “How do you feel?” she said.


  “All right. Good, in fact.”


  “We’ve been feeding you supplements for days. You were quite malnourished.”


  “I didn’t have any reason to eat.”


  “Come to me,” Mina said. He went outside and a Stomper took him to the lab where Mina was waiting. “It’s so good to see you,” she said.


  “And you.”


  “I have one more thing I’d like you to do for me.”


  “What?”


  “It’s my mother. Will you bring her travel papers?”


  The thief rubbed his wounds as he thought about it.


  “How long until the virus kills me?”


  “The supplements will slow it long enough for you to go there and come back to me.”


  “But I want to stay now.”


  Mina reached down and touched his shoulders with her metallic fingers.


  “Please do this for me. I don’t want my mother dying in this city alone.”


  “What do you want me to tell her about you?”


  “The truth. I’m gone. I took the bank cards from the guide. Give her those.”


  “The cash and gold too?”


  “Yes. You won’t need them here.”


  “Then I can come back?”


  Mina looked down at him. “I’ll protect you on the journey there and during your return. With my help, you’ll be there and back in two days. And I’ll be waiting for you.”


  The thief shook his head.


  “I’m afraid.”


  “Don’t be. You’ll soon be part of me. We’ll be together and you’ll never be alone again.”


  The thief reached out to Mina.


  “Can I touch you?”


  “Of course.”


  He laid his hands on her face. She closed her eyes and any lingering suspicions he had about the machine evaporated.


  “The sooner I go, the sooner I’ll be back,” he said.


  “Don’t be afraid. I’ll watch your every step from the sky.”


  A Stomper took the thief back to the city in a zodiac so he wouldn’t have to go through the tunnels and lie to Maggie about what happened to the guide. After a day of walking, the thief found Mina’s mother as easily as the first time he’d looked for her. He gave her the papers, cards, gold, and cash. When he told the old woman that her daughter was dead she cried for hours. He slept on a battered green velveteen sofa so that she wouldn’t be alone on that first night, and then he left early in the morning.


  The thief watched the sky as he walked, following the path of the drones overhead, leading him left onto this street and right onto that. No one blocked his way or even approached him.


  He reached the shore an hour after sundown. The thief was tired. More tired than he should be, he knew. He suspected that the virus was finally taking hold. A Stomper with a zodiac waited for him and he hurried on board. The air felt chilly, but when he touched his forehead he was sweating. It didn’t matter. The little craft sped away from the city, rocking over the waves to where Mina and home waited for him, out across the dark water.


  WHERE WE WILL GO ON TOGETHER


  J. S. BREUKELAAR


  It was the smell that woke her, an unfamiliar floral scent that made Eddie grab the first thing which came to hand—a sourly rank pelt— and bury her face in it, feeling it grow damp with drool and the flow of her tears. The light from the clocktower outside washed in over the mattress where she lay.


  But now, someone else was in the room.


  “Is that you, Mum?” Eddie said, her voice muffled behind the pelt.


  But the face that loomed out of the dark was not her mother’s. Unlike Mum with her lumpy jawline and narrow forehead, and more like the house itself with its steep roof and gracefully dilapidated balconies, this face had good bones. Beneath dark hair haloed by the big clock from the brick works, black eyes narrowed down at Eddie, and full lips drew back in a grimace.


  “Mum!” she cried, hugging the pelt to her chest.


  But the woman was gone, leaving that lingering scent of flowers left unwatered in a vase. Eddie could not get up and follow her—not at first. She felt glued to the mattress. What if her mum came while she was gone? They had an agreement that if Eddie ever got lost, she was to get to the biggest clock she could find and to wait there. Her mother always said that the best chance of being found when you’re lost is to stay where you are.


  I will find you, Mum had said. I promise.


  Eddie had been waiting a long time.


  She blinked into the cold morning light, the scrap of matted gray fur tossed aside while she had, finally, slept. The still white eye of the clock from the old brick works peered into the windows of this room high at the back of what had once been a boarding house—before that of course, some rich family’s city manse, but that was too long ago to even count. Eddie’s room was little more than a passageway on the third floor and right at the back, a narrow space that had maybe once been for storage. It was separated from an upstairs bathroom by one of many partitions hastily added to accommodate more lodgers. When she first arrived in the house she had chosen the narrow forgotten space because it was as close to the clock as she could get, and high enough so that she would see her mother coming. Louvred windows looked over the garbage-strewn yard and a crumbling brick shed. Under the windows was a pot on a one-burner stove. A rampant grapevine had broken through in places, splinters of glass on the hand-shaped leaves.


  Eddie called out, but because she’d had nothing to eat and had been ill, the words came out slippery and at the wrong speed. She wiped a rosy leakage from her eyes. She wouldn’t cry. Reg didn’t like it. Reg was Mum’s boyfriend. He used to say that Eddie wasn’t all there, and that was the risk you took with foster kids. You never knew where they’d been.


  The arrival of the stranger, this not-mum, had stirred the place into a guarded wakefulness. Eddie listened to the unfamiliar movements coming from below. She sniffed the intrusive smell, bitter and flowery. She kneaded the slate-gray pelt as if it could tell her what it meant.


  Mum-m-m-m . . . Eddie had been with her birth mother for two years until they took her away. Her adopted mum was the only real parent she’d known. The word squirmed inside her and twisted her bodily away from the light, as if to prove that it still held her in its power, could do with her what it would. And did, in the end, drag her off the mattress, setting her feet to the icy floor, and with one arm held up in front of her, compel her unsteadily toward the source of the intrusion. She emerged in a draughty room with a missing ceiling, the rafters given over to pigeons and dust motes. A bookshelf stood along one wall. A teaspoon on the floor and a torn red shirt stuffed into a hole in a partition. A litter tray and scattered cat bowls. Silted windows overlooking the driveway were shaded by the dusty leaves of the grapevine, the whole space washed in a dull underwater light.


  The color of drowning.


  An unfamiliar voice drifted up through gaps in the floorboards. Buzzhiss. Other sounds wound around Eddie’s head, syllables that clung to meaning by the thinnest of strands—kettle, cup, plate— and a humming inside her of something stirred reluctantly to life. The new sounds and smells reminded her of a time before the house, when she had been on the road with Philly and the other runaways and how no one used their real names, not even Eddie, who was just Girl, and sometimes, Philly’s Girl. Applying pink gloss to his lips and hers, Philly would drag her out onto the noon-day streets of wherever they were in a never-ending series of wherever-they-weres to conjure breakfast, an egg sandwich to share, an Americano for him, and maybe kisses for her. Kah-fee. He’d do anything for a cup of what he called “Joe”—beg, borrow, or blow for the smell of home, he said, which had been somewhere in America. Far from that somewhere, he would gulp 7-Eleven coffee in bitter, scalding mouthfuls, so that lying beside him, Eddie could hear the creature that he’d been once sloshing around in his belly. Trying to take him back.


  Eddie knew she should stay in her room, but she was drawn to those memories now by the smells and sounds that had summoned them back. That reminded her of how lonely it had been. A quick look couldn’t hurt . . .


  Silvery dust floured the old boards, freshly footprinted by the intruder. Careful not to step-on-a-crack-break-your-mother’s-back, Eddie crept across the floor and up three stairs into another hallway, and through a door that led into a dorm-style room. It felt strangely familiar—the bones of empty bunks collapsed against one wall, a scribbled name in the damp-stained plaster, a feeling that she’d been here many times before. Everything was the same, but different.


  An unfamiliar orange exercise mat lay on the floor, so bright it hurt her eyes to look at it. She stepped over a silky nightgown shed like skin. Intrusive travel bags and suitcases lay about. Against the wall and under another window was a tiled area with a stove and sink—a communal kitchen, she remembered. Humming tunelessly to herself, mum-m-mum-m-mmmm, Eddie ran her fingers over make-up laid out on the counter beside the sink. Creams and lipstick, toiletry bags and a cheap pedestal mirror. Mum had worn no make-up. Philly never left the house without his “face on.” She tickled the soft bristles of a brush— c-cat— and dipped a finger in a jar of powder so light it was like touching water. As she quickly withdrew her hand she knocked over a glass bottle. Glass sprayed across the floor and a pool of beige make-up spread in a sluggish circle. Droplets clung to the exercise matt, and a sliver of glass about three centimeters long embedded itself in Eddie’s shin.


  Eddie stood staring at it from behind her tangled hair.


  She did not know what to do. The sounds continued downstairs as if nothing had happened, and Eddie could almost convince herself that this was true, if it weren’t for the long piece of glass sticking out of her leg. It hurt. Mum would take care of it, when she came—Eddie must hurry back to the clock—but the piece of glass bothered her beyond the immediate pain. It felt connected somehow to the other intrusion—the face in her room. Eddie had always been good at what Philly called “connecting the dots.” The woman might have a message for Eddie. From Mum.


  She ventured out onto the landing and peered down the curved stairwell into the entrance hall three floors below. The bittersweet smell that had woken her was stronger here, almost suffocating. A voice drifted up and grew louder. Laughter. The woman walked into the downstairs hallway with her hair wrapped in a towel and one hand pressing something to her ear.


  Phone.


  “‘Sometimes the best way to find yourself,’” she was saying, “‘is to get lost.’ Haha. Can believe it. And I’m all, ‘I’m paying you to say this? What kind of a therapist—?’” She laughed harshly but infectiously and Eddie felt her own lips draw up in a silent rictus of laughter.


  Because hadn’t Philly always said that too—how the best way to stay lost was to keep moving? Don’t stop until you find yourself, and you always do, he said, even if it’s not you anymore. Running from or toward or around himself had left Philly misshapen and stretched and Eddie had hoped that it was different for her. She wasn’t looking for herself. She had run away from Mum because her birth mother had found Eddie and wanted to see her. Mum had been so distraught that she’d had to go to the hospital and Reg had yelled at Eddie and said that it was all her fault. And he told her to get lost. So Eddie did.


  Eddie looked down into the musty entrance hall where she had stood so long ago, sneaking past the manager’s door up the stairs and along canted hallways past sleeping lodgers until she could go no further and no higher. Outside the window, the big blank face of the clock had hung like the moon, so close she could practically touch it, and she imagined her and Mum walking into that white moon together and going on from there.


  Incapable of being away from the clock for any longer, Eddie returned to her room. She sat on the mattress with knees drawn up to her chest, staring at the long piece of glass sticking out of her leg. Was it getting bigger? It was jagged and glowed a milky white. A train howled from the tracks. All that she could remember and much that she couldn’t lay curled up inside her like a snake. Awake now. Lifting its head to the light.


  “You smashed my last jar of La Mer, you little bitch!”


  The woman was back in Eddie’s room. She stood over the mattress, with hair kinked down her shoulders and pointing at the smeary spike sticking out of Eddie’s leg.


  “Do you know how much that stuff costs, even duty free? It was meant to last . . .”


  The light from the big round clock lapped at a delicate vein in the woman’s neck.


  Eddie shrunk from her.


  “Jesus H. Christ. Last thing I need right now is a fucking dead girl.” Eddie backed further against the wall, tasting that strong word that smelled of rotting flowers. Had it finally caught up with her then— everything she’d been moving away from, a part of her ready finally to be found? But now, hearing the word—d-dead— on the intruder’s spittle flecked lips, all Eddie could think about was how to take it back. She twiddled the piece of glass in her leg, and she felt the twist in her belly, which made her sit up straighter as if to resist the pull of something she couldn’t name. Eddie’s stomach growled. The pot on the ring burner had some mess at the bottom of it, but Eddie wasn’t that kind of hungry.


  Eddie leaned into the woman’s weeping, feeling it as her own.


  Mmmmmhmmmmmm.


  She glided above the footprints, soft as smoke, careful to avoid the grease-stains on the mat left by the spilled make-up. Eddie could hear talking down below, fingernails tapping impatiently, one-two-three.


  “Thought I could stay, as good a forever home a . . . got a TV at a yard sale, but . . .” Click click click. “Heritage, shmeritage. It’s a dump . . . neighborhood a ghost town . . . if my husband had known . . . nothing’s kosher. Plumbing is non-existent. The wiring is a nightmare . . .”


  Tendrils of black bloomed under Eddie’s skin from the barbed glass. All the doors off the landing were closed or pulled off, mattresses and uneven piles of debris glimpsed in the shadows. She thought of resting until the restless voice drove her on. “Then tear it down. I didn’t travel ten thousand miles to deal with rot, squatters, rats . . .”


  Eddie felt pulled toward the dangerous words, lowering herself step by step, hanging onto the bannister. The descent could have taken hours, or for all she knew, days. Shapes flared before her eyes. The risers lurched beneath her bare feet. Currents of musty half-known words, bent out of shape by the foreign accent, rippled under Eddie’s skin. Rhat, sqahterrrs. At some time on the way down, day turned to night, and Eddie heard the front door shut and the woman get into a waiting car. The reflection from the taillights arced across dangling bulbs and peeling wallpaper and down into darkness.


  Night wrapped around the house once more. The grape vine hugged the windows. Even the foreign smell grew fainter as if it had fled after the intruder, afraid like everything else to linger in this place.


  ***


  Over the long dirty years on the run with Philly, Eddie had wanted to make a call to her mum, ask if she was all right, and tell her she was sorry. But the others wouldn’t let her. They were all running from something but not all of them were dumb kids like Philly and Eddie. And they’d know if she tried to call home, and there’d be trouble, they warned. Best accept that she was one of them now, had done things that could not be undone—had started out one way, sure, but gone another. Even the parents who never gave up on their kids, Philly said, had second thoughts when they finally found them. Something missing and no name for the creature that had taken its place.


  A bulb swung from an ornate plaster rosette in the manager’s room. There was a TV on a scratched black stand. There was another milk crate, and a wicker chair the woman had brought in from the yard. Eddie felt a flicker of rage at her for moving the chair. It wasn’t anyone’s to move. The house liked things the way they were, to stay put—Eddie had found it when it had been ready to be found. She owed it the same protection it had given her. She crept anxiously, her thinking scattered, into what had been the main shared kitchen. Corpses of dead candles marched along the mantel piece. Above it, a mirror reflected a barred window overlooking the vine-choked carport. The smell was stronger here and Eddie followed it to a spouted pot on the stove, in which sloshed a watery mud. The word for it flapped around her head like a moth and she opened her mouth to swallow it whole, half choking on the broken wings of memory. Kah-fee!


  And suddenly she knew that Philly was probably dead and the coffee grounds were his messengers—she watched them float in the dregs, trying to read what they were telling her to do. There were packets of food on the counter. Some chips and chocolate and instant noodles. “Cooking isn’t your strong suit, love,” Reg was always telling Mum before storming off to the pub, leaving behind a plate of burned chops that Mum’d tearfully toss. “You should have thought about that before adopting a kid.”


  Maybe cooking wasn’t the American woman’s strong suit either. Eddie sniffed a bowl of congealed instant ramen—Philly lived on the stuff—and a lipstick-smeared wine glass. In the dank bathroom next to the kitchen a white toweling robe and bright bottles of shampoo looked doomed and out of place. Eddie suddenly knew what she needed to do. Philly had left a warning in the coffee grounds, and Eddie needed to pass it on: the American didn’t belong in this place and she must leave.


  This was Eddie’s home now, her forever place.


  She went back into the manager’s room to wait, growing more anxious by the moment. She grew drowsy on the milk crate, and longed for her mattress and for the clock’s protection—her shield from grief and loss. By the time she heard the front door open, Eddie’s agitation had caused the milk crate to levitate an inch or two above the floor. The woman stopped in the doorway and stared. Her hair was in a bun, with dark wisps around the high flat planes of her cheekbones, and she wore earrings that brushed the collar of her coat, and she smelled of wine. Swaying, she took in the piece of glass sticking out of Eddie’s leg.


  “How long have you been dead, girl?”


  The crate thudded back onto the floor. How long? The clock, by stopping, protected her from that knowing.


  “I can find out,” the woman said defiantly. “So you may as well tell me. Five years? Ten?”


  Eddie had left the word alone. Mostly. Close enough to touch, but not to taste. She wrung her hands, hid her face behind her hair. A muscle twitched at the woman’s jaw. She went into the kitchen, high heels tapping. Eddie could hear the jangle of keys and the suck of a cork, and the woman came back without her coat, holding a smeared glass filled with golden wine. Eddie watched hungrily as she lifted it to her lips.


  “Just looking at that hurts me more than it hurts you,” she pointed to the broken glass growing barbed and misshapen out of Eddie’s leg.


  It was growing.


  The woman kicked off her shoes. Such delicate feet—each nail carefully varnished.


  “My husband owned this place,” she said. “It’s mine now.”


  The woman’s pale hand gripped her glass of fire. Eddie shook her hair back and forth.


  “I’ll have to get a cat for the rats,” the woman said half to herself.


  “C-cat,” Eddie said, but the woman just reached for the remote and flicked through the channels until she came to a cartoon show.


  “Happy now, dead girl?” She picked up her shoes and Eddie listened to the slow climb up the stairs and then a door off the upper landing open and close. The turn of a key in the lock.


  Eddie watched cartoons, careful to hide a rotten smile under her hair.


  Pale rainy daylight pulled her awake. She was back in her room but couldn’t remember how she got there. Thankfully, the clock was still stopped at ten to twelve. But the silence of the house was gone and in its place the bustle of work boots and the trickle of loosening plaster. She sat up and fiddled with the glass shard in her leg to remember who she was. Tentacles of shadow flared under her pale skin. She slept again and in her dreams she saw her mother waiting to meet her in a café, and there was a pot of tea. The tinkle of the shop bell as Eddie stood on the threshold.


  But the tinkle got closer and louder and Eddie had to blink the memory back where it came from. She was not standing in a doorway, but sitting on the mattress, and the sound came from a ginger cat, a real one with a collar and a jingling bell. The cat was fat and healthy, not like the gray Burmese whose meagre pelt was soaked with Eddie’s tears. The ginger stopped at the edge of the mattress and arched its back, its ears flattened and its lips pulled back from tiny white fangs and it crab-walked from the room, hissing—k-k-k-k-k.


  Eddie guessed that the woman had got the cat to deal with the rats. Eddie rocked back and forth against the wall. What would happen now? All kinds of horrors presented themselves, things that she had been incapable of thinking before she got to this place but which now brought Eddie to her feet, spun her around, and slammed her face against the wall so violently that that she saw stars. “C-cat,” she said. “Love.” But it was too late for that. Compelled helplessly up the wall, Eddie spidered onto the ceiling and toward the window, where the baleful eye of the clock held her in place—too close, but never close enough.


  ***


  Eddie had managed to stay in the room unnoticed for many months— the manager was too drunk most of the time to climb the stairs, let alone navigate the rambling hallways and low doorways. Eddie had listened to the boarders whisper about how if you were gone for too long, he gave away your room. But who would be desperate enough to take a pissstinking dead-end with a broken window anyway? Who except Eddie? Scattered plastic cat bowls crawled with maggots. She knew that if Philly were with her, they’d be alright. Philly would offer the manager a hand job, because survival sex came with the territory, he said. But hand jobs had never been Eddie’s strong suit.


  So instead she had stolen what food she could find from the upper shared kitchen—there was sugar and tea and milk and a bread crust or apple core from the trash, if she could get to it before the rats did. Over the months and maybe longer, those lodgers left and smarter meaner squatters came to take their place, and they were not interested in food, but in territory. She knew from her days on the road that these kinds of squatters would get rid of her however they could, as she was certain Philly had been gotten rid of. Eddie has seen too much, knew too much— Mum would never forgive her for dying.


  “I wanted you,” she’d told Eddie over and over again. “You’re my best thing.”


  So Eddie lay low, waiting for her mother, and getting weaker and sicker, her belly knifing, her anus dribbling, language fleeing. “M-mum?” she asked, hanging onto this word above all others. The answer had come in the intrusive tinkle of a bell, and Mum must be on the other side of that sound, waiting in the café for Eddie, but it was only a handsome Burmese wearing a bell around a frayed collar. The cat was as weak and wasted as Eddie herself. It had come home, found Eddie there instead of its owner and nothing it could do about it except die. Flowers of blood bloomed across the cat’s eyes and now and again, it got up to press against the wall as if looking for a door. Eddie drew the once-fine creature to her and held it as it breathed its last, each breath rattling its skeletal frame. One, two, three.


  Eddie knew another thing from her runaway days—that hunger seeds something in your belly, a between-creature both lost and found. She skinned the gray cat with the tines of a fork, pulling the pelt off its bones like a sweater. While the manager slept, she boiled the skinned cat in a pot with water from the bathroom faucet and then she ate it.


  She’d seen the time on the big clock tower just before she lost consciousness. It had said ten to twelve.


  “How could you?” the woman said, leaning over the pot. “No wonder you died.”


  Eddie had not seen her come in.


  “Lepto.” The woman sniffed at the bones and the maggot-blown gristle. “Leptospirosis. A hell of a way to go. Kidney failure. Lung and brain damage. Red conjunctivitis. Explains your eyes, dead girl.”


  Eddie didn’t like the way the woman came into her room like she owned the place. Time alone owned it now, possessive in its refusal to pass on. Autumn sighed in the grapevine and the woman looked up to where Eddie hung from the ceiling, her hair dangling down in restless ropes of filth.


  “You don’t scare me,” she said. “And whatever separates you from what you were before, it’s too much ground, now. You’ve been dead more than a decade. I looked it up. Cops rounded up the tweakers and sometime after that a neighbor noticed the smell. They pegged you at fifteen, sixteen years old. No one cared. You were just another runaway.”


  Eddie hissed at her, red drool webbing from her eyes.


  “Seriously. You’ve come too far. No one’s coming for you, now. And if you really love whoever you’ve been waiting for, you better hope they never do.”


  Eddie was back on the mattress. The house spasmed. Masked contractors stomped around with crow bars and drills. Words like demolish an d asbestos and develop flew about like trapped birds.


  Eddie mostly stayed in her room twiddling the glass that sprouted from the black hole in her leg. She didn’t know how to remove it. Sometimes she went downstairs to watch TV. One rainy day Eddie limped into the kitchen, where the woman sat at a plastic table, make-up streaked down her face. The ginger cat lapped at a bowl of cereal on the table. Eddie parted the matted strands of her hair and bared her teeth stumps. The cat arched its back, upturning the bowl, and leapt out into the yard.


  “Saffron,” the woman called. “Come back. Come to Mommy.”


  Mah-mee.


  Eddie swept everything off the table onto the floor. The woman pushed the table over. Her mask of fearlessness already slipping as if attached to her face by nothing more than the wavery ribbon of her painted-on clown mouth.


  “My husband was born in this country,” she slurred. “He got sick a long way from home. The sickness ate him from the inside out, and here I am.


  “So you don’t scare me, dead girl. Because I’ve seen it all before.” Black tears streaked her face. “Whoever I buried wasn’t Dennis any more than you are . . . whoever you were.”


  Eddie felt her stomach knife and she howled.


  “Who’s going to come looking for you?” the woman said, as if reading Eddie’s mind. “No one, that’s who. No one even remembers your name.”


  “Mummmm,” Eddie keened softly, hopelessly.


  “Forget it. They’ll pull down this shit hole to build townhouses, and then where will you be?”


  Eddie went to watch cartoons, leaving the woman to cry over her spilled milk.


  But she was right. With every piece of partition, every floorboard or rotten rafter the builders hauled away, Eddie felt herself fade, grow lighter. Where would it end? Contractors looked right through her, talking in booming voices how much it would cost to prepare the house for sale. The whole rear section had to be torn down, they said, because most of it was built from illegal material which contained asbestos.


  “My late husband had no idea,” the woman said pitifully to the contractors, “and by the time he knew, he was too sick to travel.”


  Eddie listened to her on the phone with the bank, trying to arrange loans to cover the cost of the demolition and repairs until it went on the market. Eddie wailed and climbed the walls and wondered how she was going to stop the tearing down of her room and the building of unforgiving townhouses where she could never pass on.


  The woman came up to Eddie’s room and sipped her coffee. “It was the therapist’s idea for me to come here, find some part of Dennis I could say good-bye to.”


  Eddie growled that there was no part of the husband here, or she would have found it. But wait. She suddenly remembered the wasted Burmese who came home to die—could it have been, somehow . . . a message from . . . ?


  “Dennis,” the woman laughed grimly. “You’re the only part of this whole damn place that reminds me of him.”


  Eddie woke up to see the face with its luminous, strangely coarse skin in her room day and night. There were cups left behind, empty bottles of wine. She brought a chair up from the yard. Eddie threw it out the window and the woman brought up another one.


  “Tell me about your mother,” she said.


  Eddie glared with wrong-red eyes and felt the wound of that word pulse in whatever she had now instead of veins.


  Eddie’s mum had finally found her. Three years after she ran away and one year before she ate the cat. It was in a remote wheat town in the far west of the state, no one to move them on except an ineffective constable. Mum tracked Eddie down, left a number with one of the others at the camp. Philly tried to talk sense into her—it was a bad idea, a trap, he said. Parents turned their kids over to the cops all the time if they thought it’d get them back. And the cops’d round them all up and throw away the key, and it’d be her fault and the others’d never forgive her and that’d be bad, Philly said in his sadly swaggering voice. Reel bad. He kissed her and called her His Girl, and maybe that was it.


  Because she wasn’t anyone’s girl and her name was Eddie. Suddenly she saw through Philly’s warnings and his terrible kisses, and that she would never find herself if she stuck with him. All she wanted was to tell her mother she was sorry and be forgiven. Eddie agreed to meet at the one café in town, and made her mum promise that there’d be no cops, no Reg.


  “Reg is gone,” her mum said sadly. “It’s just us and I won’t try and talk you into anything. I just want to see that you’re all right.”


  But when Eddie had come to the café, her mum had looked up at the tinkle of the bell on the door and did not recognize her. Had the three years on the road changed her that much? Transformed her from Eddie into . . . what? Into something stretched out and gangly with tangled, matted hair and rotten teeth and features made alien by what she’d done and been, an emptiness inside like the musty air inside a cicada shell—and whatever creature had crawled into that shell, her own mother didn’t (want to) know what it was (some no-name druggie intent on snatching a purse or begging for change), when all the time it was Eddie who was so clearly trying, as the silent seconds ticked by in that country café, so hard to be seen.


  To be taken back.


  “Wait,” her mum suddenly twigged, stood so abruptly she spilled hot tea down her dress. “Edwina?”


  But Eddie was already gone.


  The American went into the little bathroom on the other side of the partition and tried to reason with Eddie over the sound of piss. “I was like you at your age. Messed up. Every teenager is.”


  She flushed and came out. She folded her arms and stood over Eddie’s mattress. “You ever think what might happen after you ran away?” she asked. “You ever stop to think about what would happen next?”


  Maybe the woman thought that if she haunted Eddie she could get her to leave. But Eddie couldn’t leave. This was Eddie’s forever place, where under the full moon of time, she would be finally forgiven.


  The American brought her laptop up to Eddie’s room and talked nonstop in those sing-song syllables—and Eddie could always tell when she was calling “home” because there was a yearning in her vowels and the consonants got even more pronounced. When she talked to her “people,” she stuck out a hand to one side, her palm raised to the sky. “No shit?” she’d say. And “Just kill me. Please.”


  Eddie had never seen anyone so lonely.


  Eddie woke to those glittering heavy-lidded eyes staring at her in the night, the tongue poking out between perfect white teeth. She sat at the window, drinking coffee—the smell making Eddie weak. She talked about the dates she went on. “Consider yourself lucky you were born before Tinder,” she said.


  She twisted a brown grape leaf between her fingers and told Eddie about places left behind—Echo Lake and Angels Park. Sang along to songs that made them both cry.


  “If the demolition is too expensive”—the woman paced in Eddie’s room, talking to no one—“I’ll just sell it to developers. They can tear the whole place down, heritage or not. Like I give a rat’s ass.”


  The woman dragged Eddie’s tear-soaked mattress to the backyard. Eddie dragged it back. The woman threw out the pot where Eddie had cooked the cat that killed her. Eddie scrawled on the walls of the dressing room in clown-red lipstick, good-bye, good-bye. The woman sobbed, “Why did I ever get on that plane?”


  She tossed the cat pelt into the weeds. Eddie dug it up.


  “What was it like?” the woman asked one beginning-of-winter evening. “Panhandling? Sex for food? No one to tell you what to do?”


  She was wearing a white nightgown. She’d brought pizza and a bottle of wine up to Eddie’s room. “I get it,” she said, with the faintest of shivers. She leaned with her back to the window and the milky glow of the clock tower aureoled her unbrushed hair. “For me, running away seemed like a plan. Leave it all behind—my messed-up life. Find a new country to adopt, a new me to be. But you can’t adopt something that doesn’t adopt you back.”


  Eddie banged her head against the wall, one-two-three. The glass shard sticking out of her leg quivered like an extension of her own bones, like if she pulled it out or broke it off, something inside her would be fractured forever.


  Saffy yowled from the roof of the shed. The woman half turned to the stars dimly glimpsed through the leafless vine. She was very beautiful, even unkempt and on foreign ground. But she wasn’t all there. If she was she’d know that she didn’t belong here, and that Eddie had not yet had time to ask for forgiveness or to forgive herself. If the American was all here, had found herself, she would also see Eddie for what she was. Not a diseased message from her dead husband but a nameless creature stretched and broken on the rack of time. A monster eaten away by doubt, doubt about whether forgiveness would ever come, or if it was the American that Eddie had been waiting for all along.


  In a mounting rage, she yanked and twisted at the branching glass in her leg and finally pulled it free. The agony jerked her head back in a silent scream. Sludge flowed from the wound. And with it, something within Eddie let go, a surrendering of the need to prove that whatever ground separated her from herself—it could, in time, be reclaimed.


  “Not a chance,” the woman said. “No one’s coming.”


  And then Eddie was on her. She jammed the glass spike into the lovely blue vein on the woman’s neck. Again and again. One-two-three. The woman screamed and fell, arterial spray spurting through fingers she pressed to her throat. She ruddered her feet on spilled blood and broken glass. “G-g-guh,” she gurgled. She lay there finally with Eddie hissing behind her hair and backing slowly onto the forever mattress where she belonged.


  The TV is always on. Eddie watches cartoons downstairs sitting on the milk crate. She hears the tinkle of a cat bell and peers through the blinds to see Saffy preening herself or letting one of the neighbors tickle her under the chin. They leave food for her inside the gate. Sometimes they stare up at the lovely bones of the balcony or peer down the tunnel of grapevine into the yard. But they never come any further. When she’s done watching TV, Eddie goes up the stairs and back to her room, past a woman in white sitting at a rusted mirror, applying make-up to her wounds.
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  “Caving” ©2021 David J. Schow. First publication: Weird Doom, ed. John Scoleri.


  “In the Garden of Ibn Ghazi” ©2021 Molly Tanzer. First publication: The Magazine of Fantasy & Science Fiction, March/April, 2021.


  “Barefoot and Midnight” ©2021 Sheree Renee Thomas. First publication: Apex #122.


  “Beneath the Forest’s Wilting Leaves” ©2021 Steve Toase. First publication: To Drown in Dark Water.


  “Blood Ties” ©2021 Jade Wilburn. First publication: Fiyah #18.


  “The Nag Bride” ©2021 A. C. Wise. First publication: The Ghost Sequences.


  ABOUT THE EDITOR


  Paula Guran is an editor and reviewer. In an earlier life she produced the weekly email newsletter DarkEcho (winning two Stokers, an IHG Award, and a World Fantasy Award nomination), edited Horror Garage magazine (earning another IHG and a second World Fantasy nomination), and has contributed reviews, interviews, and articles to numerous professional publications. She’s been reviewing for Locus: The Magazine of The Science Fiction & Fantasy Field on a regular basis for the last six years.


  This is the fifty-first anthology Guran has edited. She’s also edited scores of novels and some collections. After more than a dozen years of full-time editing, she is now freelancing. Guran also has a day job now that has nothing to do with books.


  Guran now has five fabulous grandchildren she would be happy to tell you about.


  She lives in Akron, Ohio, with her faithful cat Nala.
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