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For Chess


PROLOGUE


The house breathes like a rabid animal. I hear it just before my eyes shoot open. Panting, swaying, shifting. Moving with every howl of the wind. A growing storm sends violent thuds through the entire room. Each roar of thunder jolts me further awake, shocking and stiffening my body in equal measure.

My gaze darts around as I remember that this current reality is more disturbing than the story I am writing. The one locked inside my head. Here, shadows creep across the ceiling like haunted ballerinas. They dance dangerously close to the edge of my bed. Once I notice those spindly silhouettes, I cannot unsee them. Is the scarce light merely playing a cruel trick?

I screw my lids shut and exhale into the blackness. When I reopen them, everything is amplified—exaggerated in scope. This place is alive. I know that now. Even the floorboards beneath me seem to cry out in agony. Their shrieks echo through every square inch of space. I can sense their misery, feel their pain. Both are palpable.

The radiator screeches and croaks as spotty air wheezes through a dusty vent. Decades-old window panes rattle with each gust of wind, one blow away from shattering completely. The thin glass does little to keep the cold out. My arms tremble from the chill, or maybe it’s the fear.

Just then, an unidentifiable noise booms in my ears. What was that? I want to whip around and identify the source, but I am frozen. Paralyzed by terror. Instead, I turn my head slowly, craning to survey the vicinity. But there is only silence until the whispers begin.

There are secrets in the walls. I can sense them, feel the weight of their depth. I imagine the ghosts they belong to. I listen closely, falling prey to their vicious words. Their ire. The gravity is overpowering—just like a vortex, pulling me in. I cannot escape it. This house is alive. I know that now. This house is alive, and it wants me gone.


ONE


3:54 a.m. Awake again. Actually, I never went to sleep at all. The brightness of my phone screen dims to black as I toss it aside.

I roll over and release a sigh. My bedroom is frigid and strangely hushed. City sounds halt temporarily while slivers of ambient light trickle in from below. The takeout sign beneath my window flickers, sending flashes of blue through the warped blinds I still haven’t replaced. Each panel slices the colors into artificial blades.

Another advertisement across the street throws bullets of neon onto my empty walls. They pierce my strained eyes like ultraviolet daggers. I glance at my phone and check the time again, as if more than a few minutes have elapsed. 3:57 a.m.

I am no stranger to being conscious while the rest of the world is asleep. Many Americans are dreaming right now, blissfully unaware of reality. I wish more than anything that I could join in the fun. The thing is, I used to be one of them.

I drag myself out of bed and pull on an overcoat. Time for an early morning walk. I hesitate for a moment before slipping out of my apartment like silk, shutting the door softly behind me as I go. This song and dance has become its own sort of routine.

When I was a little girl, I hated the dark. I used to stare through the thin glass panes on the second story of our rustic farmhouse. The black expanse was like a velvet cloak—covering everything in its wake. The stillness that fell upon our rural neighborhood only compounded my fears. Opaque air, thick with silence.

Darkness in a big city is a different kind of scary. A new version of eerie. Here, anything can happen in the shadows. Especially at night. Threats lurk around street corners… disconcerting sounds spring up from right behind you. Unease nips at your ankles. Everywhere you go, danger hangs heavy.

The sharp angles of each building create a series of bizarre silhouettes. Obscurity falls onto the face of every stranger I pass—concealing frowns, gazes, and moving lips. Shrouding features in mystery.

Tonight, the stiff atmosphere is palpable. It is charged with something bitter—a staleness that I feel in my bones. I fix my eyes on the sidewalk while simultaneously monitoring my peripheral vision. But something distracts me—a swift movement. I fly past another alley while trying to disregard the growing feeling that someone is following me.

Unfortunately, paranoid blocks morph into miles as the feeling spreads even further. I tell myself that it is all in my head. I try to convince every fiber of my being that I am just imagining things. Still, my suspicion intensifies. Then I see him.

A lanky figure, skulking in the distance. His shadow peeks out from behind a lonely, forgotten warehouse. My first instinct is to bolt—to hurry straight in the other direction. But I ignore it. Instead of running away, I do the opposite. This is how it always is…

“Hello, beautiful,” he says.

I almost buckle at the sound of his voice. His presence alone is intoxicating, drawing me in like prey.

“I missed you.”

That bone structure. Those eyes. Simon is hauntingly beautiful. Always the most attractive one among us, and he knows it.

“We shouldn’t even be speaking,” I say, thinking immediately of my therapist and his advice. His legitimate concerns. I promised Doc that I wouldn’t see Simon anymore. We both know he is bad for me.

Simon waves a hand casually across the space between us, swiping my worries away like smoke.

Doc thinks we stopped speaking months ago. But it’s not that simple for me. Simon is a drug, and I am every part the junkie. Whenever I find myself alone, I feel the weight of his absence. It’s stronger than a phantom limb.

“I missed you,” he says again. I know he wants me back.

I resist the urge to collapse into his arms. Instead, I release the question I always ask—the one he never answers. “What happened that night?” I wonder aloud.

Something flashes across Simon’s gaze… a chilling flicker of mystery.

“Are you ever going to tell me?”

But he doesn’t even validate my query with a response.

We stand in silence for what feels like an hour. Time passes differently when we’re together—it always has.

“Please tell me,” I try again. “I need to know⁠—”

“Not now.” He exhales firmly.

My heart sinks before he softens again. Simon is the only person who can answer my question—the only one who knows the truth. Still, he refuses.

“Come here,” he says, urging me to move closer.

No. I want to keep my feet fixed firmly in place—to cement myself to the ground beneath me. I am angry and confused. I’m a million other things at the same time.

“Wren,” he coaxes with a flash of that movie-star smile. “Come here.”

So I do. I am powerless beneath Simon’s dark gaze. This is how it always is.

Back in the confines of my apartment, I wander over to the cluttered desk I purchased secondhand from an estate sale. Its previous owner kept the piece in excellent condition, save for a few random scratches. I think the marks add character—little reminders of the life it had before belonging to me.

I massage my temples and suppress a yawn while flipping on the lamp. Although I am safely back inside, chills from my little excursion continue crawling across the length of my skin. I first started walking—so many months ago—in an attempt to jog my memory. To recover the time I lost. But is that the only reason I still do it, or is there another motive? Do I venture out because I know he will be waiting for me?

I shake off the question, at least for now. Perhaps it’s like a pervasive riddle: enduring and unsolvable. Or maybe a tiny part of me knows the answer. Something deep… hidden… impossible to admit.


TWO


Familiar waves of fatigue greet me as I crack open my laptop. It takes a few moments before the screen finally illuminates to reveal my recent web search. Intractable insomnia. Like I don’t know enough about it at this point.

The irony of my condition is being exhausted but unable to sleep. Brutal restless bouts interspersed with periods of malaise and lethargy. In other words, a zombie existence. On the rare occasions that I actually do manage to doze off, my rest is sporadic and interrupted at best. The last period I logged was roughly three hours. When I wake from a nap, I am usually covered in sweat and panic. My heart races until I throw the covers off and leave my room.

This ongoing lack of sleep makes it exceedingly difficult to function properly. I often see my peers posting about thriving instead of just surviving. There’s no shortage of flowery quotes and saturated memes about the subject. Meanwhile, I am just over here trying to get by. Running on empty until my body has no choice but to give in.

Clearly, this level of existence isn’t sustainable. But I have attempted everything in the playbook. Guided meditations, alternative treatments, and a fun host of pharmaceuticals that add nausea and vertigo to my list of pervasive symptoms. You name it, I have taken it.

Sessions with Doc are the only avenue that seem to yield positive results. The change has not been extreme, but it is consoling to have someone to talk to. A person who’s bound by the law to guard my secrets. Doc believes that my insomnia will resolve itself in time. Patience is key, he tells me.

It all started about a year and a half ago, for obvious reasons. There is no childhood trauma to unpack—at least not that I know of. There are no bottled-up emotions to sift through. None that I’d like to attempt releasing, anyway.

Temporal distance has not blunted the pain at all. Triggers exist everywhere, though they are especially concentrated around falling asleep. Being in a vulnerable state. The incident is still fresh in my mind—vibrant as an HD movie. A razor-sharp memory that I can slip back into whenever I lose my grip. Sometimes I fall without realizing it, only gaining awareness once it is too late.

Even now, I feel myself gravitating towards another flashback. The pull begins at my ankles, travels up my legs and climbs my spine like a snake. It slithers and twists until I physically free myself from its hold. I remember the worst parts of the incident—the ones I’d like to drown out. But then there’s a black space—a missing chunk of time.

I immediately shift my focus, fixating instead on the white glow of my computer screen. My background wallpaper is full of reassuring affirmations. I attempt to comfort myself with these reminders, resolving to release my growing frustration onto the digital page in front of me.

I open a fresh a pack of Jolly Ranchers—my preferred writing snack. I only let myself indulge in them when I am actively producing content, which literally sweetens the deal. The saccharine tang floods my mouth with flavor as I pull up my current manuscript. The document glares back menacingly, willing me to continue what I started too long ago. Aside from a high school elective course, I do not have any formal instruction in creative writing. In an effort to make up for this, I have devoured everything from craft guides to philosophical texts. But they all have one thing in common—a fairly depressing take on writing.

What I have gleaned so far is this: Attempting to generate a decent book is like running across a minefield without a shred of armor. Philip Roth described writing as a nightmare, and several authors—past and present—have referred to it as a tortuous medium that plagues and torments. Some have even compared it to murder.

Although I don’t fully agree with those perspectives, I cannot deny that my personal struggles naturally inform my work. My main character—Michelle—deals with sleepless nights too. I tack on additional details, of course, coloring her days with decidedly more interesting interactions than my own. Michelle is naturally gorgeous, but she eschews anything that emphasizes her good looks. She has a robust circle of friends, akin to the wholesome groups found in early aughts TV shows. The dearth of close relationships in my own life has only compounded as I have gotten older. When I begin to feel like Michelle might be morphing into a Pollyanna, though, I weigh her down with my personal trials and tribulations. It is borderline sadistic. Literary schadenfreude.

Ever since my diagnosis, everything I write about is weighed down by reality. No whimsical backdrops, nothing enchanting or mystical. Insomnia makes its way into each plot point, frustration leaching into every sentence and word. Oh well. I will probably wind up deleting the majority of it anyway.

But the fact remains that I need somewhere to spill the darkness. A place to release my troubles and my memories. My demons. That is precisely why I have a different quote taped to the opposite side of my desk. Wise words from the Gospel of Saint Thomas: “If you bring forth what is within you, what you bring forth will save you. If you do not bring forth what is within you, what you do not bring forth will destroy you.”


THREE


“Excuse me!” A grating voice rips my attention from the pastry case I am rearranging.

I sigh as another unhappy customer complains about the unacceptable temperature of her drink.

“I ordered this scalding,” a brunette woman tells me, shoving her giant white cup into my open hands. “It’s not even warm.”

Objectively hot liquid spatters onto my wrist as I promise to remake her cappuccino.

“Scalding,” she repeats with a dose of extra oomph. Something to really hit the point home.

I nod before bending down to grab a fresh bag of beans. “Just a minute or two,” I say.

She hovers over the counter while I begin brewing her coffee and steaming a fresh serving of nonfat milk. After finishing everything, I apologize in the firm yet sincere tone I have perfected from practice.

The woman glances at her smartwatch and swipes away a notification. Then she eyes the drink before mumbling something under her breath and grabbing a stir stick.

“Have a good day.” I force the words out before she leaves.

The next several hours are filled with similar customers and predictable complaints. During the remainder of my shift, I do my best to mentally detach from these surroundings. My imagination conjures up a different scene entirely—something straight out of a Nancy Meyers production. If this were a Hollywood film, I would have a coincidental run-in with a group of bougie publishing executives on an otherwise mundane afternoon. One of them would give me her card before inviting me to some fancy urban high-rise office downtown. We would sip cocktails, talk shop, and discuss the changing landscape of the industry. Then she would offer me the contract of my dreams.

But this is not a fairy tale. I am not an exception to the rule. I am the rule. Despite my desire to study literature in college, I decided to play it safe and major in psychology instead. The joke is on me, though, since I am not currently working in either field. Far from it.

I often need to remind myself that my degree wasn’t a total waste of time and financial resources, although my mounting student loan debt says otherwise. Which is exactly why I still try to put my degree to good use. Even if it doesn’t net me a paycheck.

While I didn’t exactly have an ideal undergraduate experience, university provided me with a decent foundation of knowledge regarding human behavior. That material undoubtedly informs my writing, and it definitely influences how I interact with my customers.

I have been working at Best Brew for over a year now. It is not exactly one of those neighborhood spots where community is king and everyone greets you by name. No. Best Brew is a commercial chain known for its pricey blends and efficiency. Our customers rarely look up from their phones when ordering their nonfat triple-shot lattes. The clientele here is an amalgam of corporate suits, recent grads, and heavily caffeinated PTA parents.

Lengthy shifts at work consume most of my energy, so I am lucky that I can muster the motivation to write at all. Although the idealized writer lifestyle fills my head from time to time, it is a luxury I cannot afford. I have bills to pay. Rent, electricity, car lease… the list goes on. My expenses never cease, and they are piling up.

“The men’s toilet is overflowing,” a familiar voice says, prying me from my daze. I stiffen as Trevor’s presence encroaches on my every sense.

“Again?”

“Yep.”

“Can’t you ask one of the guys to fix it?”

Trevor hesitates, glancing around at my male counterparts before shaking his head.

I stifle a groan.

“You’re the only one who can handle that type of stuff.”

What an odd non-compliment.

“You know the drill,” he tells me, clasping his sweaty palm onto my left shoulder. “The plunger is in the stockroom.”

Trevor wields his managerial title like a knight brandishing a sword. But there is nothing suave about him. His breath, which tends to permeate the vicinity on a regular basis, strikes an odd olfactory balance. The stench is like rotten eggs and cheap tobacco rolled into one.

“I’ll give you a short break once you finish,” he calls after me, as if that somehow sweetens the deal.

I nod before closing the pastry case. Some consolation prize.

“Good luck.”

Perhaps Trevor will end up becoming a character in my opus… a morally corrupt villain who eventually perishes in a housefire. The idea brings a fleeting smile to my lips as I brave the men’s restroom for the third time this week. But my grin fades once I take in the slightest whiff of air.

Trevor keeps his promise and rewards me with half an hour of bliss after I finish fixing the toilet. I spend ten of those precious minutes scrubbing my hands with soap and hot water, then opt to take the rest of my break outside.

Desperate to put a positive spin on the situation, I regroup and remind myself that anything can serve as material for writing. A glance through the window strengthens my resolve. Being surrounded by a whirling dervish of customers does have its advantages. My position provides me with the ability to pick up on personality quirks I might not otherwise be exposed to. Between the rotating staff members and eccentric regulars, there are a lot of quirks. Lucky me—I have a front-row seat to it all.

After my break ends, I finish the rest of my shift and clock out.

“Make sure you come in early tomorrow to do inventory,” Trevor practically yells.

“Sure thing,” I respond without looking back.

It isn’t until I reach the parking lot that I let myself grimace. Who am I kidding? I really need a new job.


FOUR


A horn blares just before I tear my eyes open to meet a set of blinding headlights. In a pivotal instant, I am ripped from my somnambular trance. Shocked awake. One moment, I am paralyzed—frozen. Fully riveted in place. The next, my body springs into action. Instinct takes over. The primal part of my brain governs every movement as I hurl myself away from oncoming traffic. A siren wails in the distance while I try to catch my breath. Fear spikes—surging like electricity while I fight the impulse to keep running. My muscles twitch, ready to jolt me into action once again. Every nerve, cell, and atom are on high alert.

My feet stumble on a jagged curb as I hurry out of the way. A sobering breeze howls, the chill numbing my fingers. I am awake—wide awake—standing on the edge of the street. I avoid the iron grates of a gutter and stop briefly to survey my surroundings.

Where am I? I whip around to orient myself, taking in the nearest street name. The white letters are too blurry to make out. Shock holds a vise grip as I move towards the sign. Cressy. The intersection of 5th and Cressy. My pulse finally begins to slow once I realize I am only a few blocks from my apartment.

How long have I been out here? The tingling in my fingertips convinces me that ample time has passed. I do not even have a coat—I am still wearing my pajamas. I wince at the slight prick of gravel beneath my bare feet, which have all but lost feeling, as I make my way down the sidewalk.

“Go home, Wren,” I say, voice merely a whisper. I garner more than a few stares during the trip back. Between my evident lack of shoes and the haunted gape on my face, I probably look unstable. Unhinged. But that is precisely what I am in this moment.

My heart seizes as reality sets in further. I thought I had moved past this—left it behind like a bad habit. I believed I did not need to worry anymore. I was wrong. It is happening again.

The next morning, I unlock my phone and immediately dial the number I committed to memory last year. My wobbly fingers fly across the screen, pressing each digit in sequence like a secret code. Then I wait, willing him to answer. It rings before rolling to voicemail.

“Hi,” I say. “It’s me—Wren. I know it’s been a while, but I need to see you. It is… well, it’s urgent.”

I set my phone down and head to the bathroom with a change of clothes. As the shower runs, I make a concerted effort to relax. But the weak pressure and lukewarm water do little to help. By the time I am finished, my arms are shaking yet again.

I pull on a long-sleeve shirt and jeans. Everything around me feels foreign and unreal—even my own reflection. I swipe across the fogged-up mirror and catch a glimpse of myself before I leave. Who are you? my mind whispers. I wait, but there is no answer.

Though I try to go about my day in a normal manner, I struggle to stay present. My thoughts are still hung up on last night, replaying the event in a dizzying loop. I am completely stuck in the past. Yesterday—along with the night that this all started—swells around me like a fog.

I amble through the hours in a near-stupor, a daze that gives way to something far more intense. The new state renders me edgy and restless. Paranoid does not even begin to cover it. As if the evenings were not already difficult enough.

I wind up pacing around my room in a frenzied panic. I dart my eyes around aimlessly until they land on the bed. I mutter under my breath, staring at the mattress like a sworn enemy. I feel feverish and violent. Out of control. I cannot calm myself down—nothing is working.

I rush to my desk and open my laptop before launching a web browser. I scan article after article, post after post. Then I find a forum aptly called: Night Walkers. In this forum, people share the vivid details of their conditions. Some apparently engage in dangerous behaviors while they are unconscious—life-threatening stuff that could seriously get them killed. One guy wrote that he woke up in his car with the keys in the ignition. Another actually reported driving somewhere and coming to while he was on the freeway.

The last account makes me shudder. I remember how scary last night’s episode was, and I imagine how bewildering it could be to wake up while driving. The disorientation alone would probably cause a crash—a collision that might kill someone else in the process. Being strapped to a speeding vehicle in the middle of the night is no joke.

I keep reading, nerves spiking with each story of chaos and woe. Although some posters offer condolences and words of reassurance, I have yet to come across anything definitive. There are no suggestions or surefire cures for somnambulism.

I have heard of sleepwalking referred to as an incident, an episode, a spell… that is what it feels like—a spell. Like I am wandering in a trance, wholly unaware until something shocks me awake. I never remember anything the morning after. Unlike my bouts of sleeplessness, sleepwalking flashes by like a grenade.

For me, sleepwalking started the same way my insomnia began. Spontaneously—without any warning. I did a deep dive into somnambulism back then, trying to fully understand why it was happening to me. Insomnia is torture, but sleepwalking is another monster altogether. I flee from both, fervently running towards sleep, but never succeeding. It is like choosing between two beasts: equally vicious, equally brutal.

The struggle reminds me of a carnival ride I absolutely hated as a child. The Twister. One of those claw-like contraptions that hurls you into the air, throwing you upside down while a flimsy strap holds your body in place. The motion always made me nauseous and loopy. I would ride it again and again, determined to squash the fear cycling through my tiny core. It was pointless. A Sisyphean task.

My nightly battle feels like that. Intractable insomnia. Maybe my diagnosis is permanent. Perhaps I would be better off accepting it as such. Does my condition render my desires nugatory? Does the disorder make my quest for sleep completely unrealistic? If there is one thing I have learned firsthand, it is that fighting reality is useless.

Sleepwalking and insomnia. Insomnia and sleepwalking. Together, they are like The Twister—a ride that I hate. A ride I cannot get off. I am strapped in, centrifugal force pinning me to the cold metal sides of a car while I scream in horror. My cries are lost to the whirl of the machine, drowned out by its wild roar.


FIVE


As it turns out, emergency appointment is a relative term. I suffer through the next two days in hopes that Doc will return my call. They pass in an achingly slow fashion. I check my messages obsessively, glued to my phone like a jilted lover praying for some kind of response. Unfortunately, his staff finally informs me, the doctor is away on a long weekend holiday. The next available slot is on Monday. In an unmistakable blend of worry and relief, I take it. I just need to tough the situation out until then.

In the meantime, I dive back into writing. Though I have yet to complete an entire manuscript, I have finished several short stories in the recent past. I sent them to a range of literary magazines—print and digital, traditional and experimental, famous and unknown.

I log into my email account and take a long sip of tea while it loads. When a new message lands in my inbox, my stomach does a backflip. But the hope dies as soon as I read the subject line. It is another rejection. Unlike the last two I received, though, this one is actually personalized. I print out the email and tear off a piece of tape. Then I stick it next to the thirty other predecessors above my computer. One random afternoon, I started displaying my rejections instead of shoving them into my desk. A drawer-of-shame turned wall-of-fame. The practice is an attempt to convince myself that this experience is a rite of passage.

I figure that at some point, the combination of my persistence and dogged determination will finally pay off. It has to, right? I am obstinate when it comes to chasing my dream. I just need to make more time to finish my manuscript.

When another disappointing message comes through, I feel my shoulders sink. I do not know what else I expected. I might talk a good game, but each emphatic no dims my light a little more than the last. In this moment, it is barely more than a weak flicker. People who say that rejection is formative for a writer tend to be the ones who have amassed some level of success. How long are you supposed to keep trying before throwing in the proverbial towel?

Just then, the growing leak in my ceiling drips onto a blank page in front of me. Yep. Seems about right. My landlord has yet to respond to my messages regarding maintenance, but it is not the first time there have been plumbing issues in this outdated building. That is what I get for signing a lease against my better judgment. I push my desk into the corner and continue browsing online.

The sudden slam of a door makes me bristle. Blair is home. I stiffen as her footsteps echo in the entryway and advance towards my bedroom. I should have turned the lock. But clearly, it is too late.

The clicking of Blair’s heeled boots intensifies as she makes her way down the hall.

“Hey hi!” she yells.

As far as roommates go, Blair isn’t the worst. But she’s not the best, either. We connected on Craigslist and have little in common besides the relatable need for cheap rent. A self-professed girly girl, Blair has a penchant for pink-purple colorways and saccharine perfume. She literally walks around in a rose-scented cloud that reminds me of those nauseating mall stores. Whereas my evening skincare routine consists of a simple bar of soap and drugstore moisturizer, Blair’s rivals the ten-step regimens trending on social media.

I still have no idea how she affords the pricey serums and designer products lining her vanity. She has tried to give me a makeover on multiple occasions—an offer that I politely continue to decline. It’s hard not to be slightly offended every time she mentions a hypothetical metamorphosis, though. I usually just shrug off the sentiment and reassure myself that beautifying things—and people—is Blair’s passion.

“Hey,” she says after whipping my door open. “Eric is coming over for date night!”

“Oh?” I do my best to feign enthusiasm.

“I’m psyched,” she adds.

Blair’s Tinder-match-turned-new-boyfriend, Eric, fancies himself a chef. The two of them enjoy cooking salmon and other fragrant fish while he regales her with elaborate stories of his time abroad. The guy literally spent one summer behind the counter of a French patisserie, but he seems to be under the impression that he is a Top Chef champion.

Personally, I think his tone borders on mansplaining, but Blair does not seem to notice or care. She eggs him on with wide eyes and annoyingly basic questions. Both are catnip for Eric. His ego inflates with her every response, swelling with each compliment she gives him.

I honestly assumed that Eric worked in a restaurant before I found him on Facebook one night. I nearly spit out my drink when I clicked on his about section. FYI, he currently works at Foot Locker.

“Yay!” I hear Blair screaming into her phone. “I’m glad the train wasn’t too crowded. See you soon!”

Eric’s call tells me that I have about ten minutes until he arrives. If I want to spare myself another dramatic diatribe on the pros and cons of sous-vide, I better get moving. I exhale before hurrying into the kitchen to heat up a frozen meal for myself. When microwave beeps, I pry it open and slide my makeshift dinner onto a plate. Then I grab a can of seltzer from the fridge and hightail it out of there. Luckily, I reach my room just as Eric knocks twice.

He immediately delves into a recap of his arduous trip to the farmer’s market, where the produce variety was apparently lacking.

“Subpar,” I hear him scoff before whining about the conventional acorn squashes he bought.

I try to tune them both out while scarfing down a blob of creamy noodles.

“A TV dinner?” Eric suddenly asks, aghast. He must have spotted the packaging in the trash. “That’s disgusting, Blair.”

“It’s not mine!” she counters. “It’s Wren’s.”

I roll my eyes as he discusses the sinister nature of convenience foods. When Blair’s giggles and shrieks reach a new octave, my thoughts flee to something—anything—else.

I mindlessly scan my inbox, pausing briefly when a new email catches my eye. The subject line is just strange enough to make me stop. Urgent Meeting Request. I click on it and begin to read. The text is sparse and vague. Apparently, the sender has been trying to get hold of me for weeks. There is “an important and time-sensitive matter” he would like to discuss with me. I am almost positive it’s a scam.

After running a few web searches for related schemes, my reservations increase tenfold. I definitely don’t want to fall prey to what is clearly a form of ill-intentioned clickbait. Especially since my generation is supposed to know better.

With ample resolve, I decide to delete the email and ignore it. There are plenty of other ways to contact people. If this mysterious sender really wants to track me down, they’re going to have to try harder.


SIX


I arrive to see Doc early on Monday morning. This building is filled with wellness professionals, from therapists and life coaches to acupuncturists and chiropractors. There is a gigantic waiting room in the center, with narrow hallways sprouting from it like rogue strands of hair.

I take a seat and feel familiar unease bubbling in my core. Being surrounded by so many people only reminds me why I am here, seeking an emergency session. In an effort to distract myself, I reach down and pluck an old magazine off of the side table. I flip through the copy mindlessly while eavesdropping on the hushed conversations around me.

“Why can’t you just make an effort?” a woman says admonishingly. “We came all this way.”

I peer sideways and steal a glimpse of the speaker. She is sitting next to a middle-aged man in a taupe cap and windbreaker. He runs a hand across his face and mumbles something inaudible before she speaks again. Both of them are wearing rings, though he is the only one fiddling anxiously with his. Couples therapy.

This is a little game I play—trying to guess why each person is here.

“He’s supposed to be the absolute best,” whispers another person to my right. She is young, bubbly, and blonde. “Trust me, he’ll cure your pain in no time.”

I glance at her companion: an elderly lady who appears dramatically unconvinced. She rubs her knee while giving the slightest performative nod. This one is trickier… perhaps they are here seeking massage therapy? Or maybe they are scheduled for a consultation at the nearby holistic clinic. I scrutinize the woman’s body language before losing interest.

“Wren?” I look up to see Doc’s receptionist, Margaret, standing in front of me. “He’s ready for you.”

I follow her down one of the halls until we arrive at his office.

“Go ahead and make yourself comfortable.”

I thank Margaret and take my usual seat in the corner. I think the vibe Doc was going for must have been comfortable, though this décor makes me feel anything but. There is nothing soothing about it. My gaze lands on one of the framed art prints hanging from the whitewashed walls.

Rorschach blots—those sneaky blobs of ink that leave sufficient room for interpretation. Ogling them is like taking a test in real time. I stare at each one until my field of vision begins to change. Everything seems to blur together, ink bleeding and spilling across every frame.

I rub my strained eyes until the wall comes back into focus. After taking another look, though, I cannot fully distinguish one image from the next. These prints do little to quell my nerves. The longer I think, the warier I become. A print on the far left is especially strange—a splash of black that reminds me of a gunshot wound. I have not quite decided on my reaction when Doc knocks twice.

“Hi, Wren,” he greets me. “How are you?”

He obviously knows the answer, but I humor him anyway. “I’ve been better.”

He nods and takes the chair across from me. “Let’s get started.”

“It happened again,” I tell him in a voice I barely recognize. “It’s happening again.”

Doc nods and encourages me to take a breath. “Can you describe it for me?”

I recount my latest sleepwalking episode in full detail. Doc asks me a few questions before I pose one of my own.

“Could that be part of why I can’t sleep?” I wonder aloud. “Because my mind knows what might happen when I’m unconscious?”

Doc forms a tent with his pale fingers. “Possibly. But you were dealing with insomnia before the sleepwalking began, correct?”

I nod.

“Well,” he says. “Given the timing, I assume we can pinpoint the onset⁠—”

“Right,” I interject, willing him to stop short. “The incident.”

“Exactly.”

“But I still can’t remember everything that happened that night. When will I get my full memory back?”

“There’s no way to say for sure. I know that’s not the answer you want, but it’s the truth.” He flips through his notes. “Maybe we should discuss the⁠—”

I sigh. He does not need to give me a full explanation. I have no interest in deconstructing the impetus any further. At least not the part that I remember.

He mimics my sigh, as if reading my thoughts. Then he asks me to describe my most recent experience with insomnia.

“It’s been the same,” I say.

“Try to explain it once more,” he urges. “So I can better understand the evolution of your symptoms.”

I do, though there has not exactly been any sort of evolution, in my opinion. It is the same old story again and again. Whenever anyone rattles off a list of remedies, I can mentally check every single box. From melatonin and herbal teas to mindfulness and deep breathing. Been there, done that. Alternative options have not moved the needle at all. Besides, one can only hold so many yoga poses, chug so much chamomile tea, and listen to so many meditation tracks before calling it quits. Even big pharma has failed me. Doctors have suggested different medications during the past couple of years—options ranging from SSRIs to heavy-duty narcotics. Once I finish speaking, Doc introduces another.

“It’s called Remelda.”

I hope that he cannot read the frustration on my face. I have tried almost every medicine with a looming sense of desperation. Anything to treat my untreatable condition. But the last thing I want to do is tackle a new litany of side effects.

“I know you haven’t had luck with other pharmaceuticals, but it might be worth giving this one a try.” Doc fishes around his desk and secures a brochure. “Just consider it,” he says before delving into a brief overview.

I try to listen with an open mind, though my previous experience with sleep meds has pretty much turned me off for good.

“If this sounds like something you want to explore, we can titrate up slowly,” he offers.

I hear myself agree as he hands me the brochure. The glossy cover depicts a woman who looks like she just won the lottery. Awake again? it says. Make sleepless nights a problem of the past…

Why are people always grinning maniacally on these things? Then again, I would be pretty damn happy too if this cured my insomnia permanently.

“It’s your decision, Wren,” Doc adds. “Completely up to you.”

He is good at that—reminding me that I have a shred of autonomy in this fight. Some doctors prescribe treatments without really listening to their patients’ wishes. Not Doc, though. His approach is collaborative. That is what he told me during our first appointment. I want you to take the wheel, Wren. I’ll be an active passenger, but you’re the one driving the car.

He answers a few of my questions before we conclude our session.

“I’ll email you a dosing schedule,” Doc says. “Just let me know if you have any concerns.”

I thank him again, stuffing the literature into my bag and promising to read it later.

“We’ll get you some relief eventually,” he tells me. “I know how difficult this must be, but I appreciate your patience.”

“Of course.” But of all the virtues I currently exhibit, patience is not exactly one of them. At least not internally.

Doc’s words hover around me as I exit his office and make my way out of the building. A year and a half is a significant amount of time to struggle with sleep, but it feels like it has been far longer than that. A decade or more—at least. The days are jumbled up, strained and pulled into diverging planes.

Hours melt into perpetual stretches. Interminable, vast, and elastic. Sometimes, I can barely keep track. Time seems to slip through my fingers. A spool of yarn loosening. Each moment nags and tugs, pulling the thread further and further until it unravels completely.


SEVEN


The next morning, my body is a corpse. Every limb is heavy, weighed down by what feels like a boulder of fatigue. I am paralyzed by nausea, anxiety, and paranoia. Trapped beneath the gravity of my own fear.

Of course I did not sleep well last night. As much as I had hoped the therapy session would ease my heightened nerves, I should have known better. My thoughts race as I roll over and adjust the pillow beneath my neck. Defeat tightens my muscles and clenches my jaw. I do my best to relax, but it is no use.

Early light streams in through the blinds, reminding me of my impending shift. I need to be at Best Brew in just a few hours. Currently, the idea of making it through an eight-hour work day is impossible to entertain. It is almost laughable.

I pull an eye mask over my head, determined to bank even a modicum of rest. Anything to bolster the energy I normally get from caffeine. An extra-large latte serves as my baseline, with actual sleep being the holy grail I consistently pray for. My attempt to regain sleep quickly gives way to agitation. Only a few minutes pass before it devolves into full-blown anger. My skin crawls, my muscles twitch. My heart hammers in fury. I want to scream. I want to punch something—anything. Anything to release this rage mounting inside of me.

Sleep hygiene dictates that I refrain from lying in bed while stewing, but you know what? Screw sleep hygiene. When has it ever worked for me, anyway? I used to treat it as manifest, following every principle to a beautifully sharp T. But not anymore. In this moment, the mere thought makes my blood boil over.

Just then, my phone chimes with a low-battery alert. The notification temporarily halts my insidious spiral. I close my eyes and try to swipe away any remaining intrusive thoughts. Then I untangle my legs and walk over to the rack where I hung my messenger bag. I reach inside, fishing around for my charger.

When I finally pull it out, something else falls to the floor. As I lean down to pick it up, my gaze settles on the glossy pamphlet Doc gave me during our appointment. The sleep medication literature I promised to read.

I take another glance at the brochure before unfolding it. My tired eyes scan each bullet point and every bolded caption filling the left side. A few pithy blurbs describe the benefits of Remelda, essentially proclaiming it a miracle drug. I know better than to believe everything I read in an advertisement, but this one is far more appealing than the majority I have come across.

Compared to medications I have tried in the past, Remelda claims significantly fewer side effects. I will need to do more research, of course, but I feel my previously split decision swaying in an affirmative direction.

Perhaps the result of another sleepless night, something shifts within me. A brief web search only strengthens my resolve. Although Remelda’s FDA approval is fairly recent, I am able to find a handful of journal articles about the medication. The findings are impressive: In an eight-week trial, seventy-one percent of participants reported experiencing deeper rest and fewer sleepless nights.

A popular health blog contains patient stories about Remelda. Of course, there are some negative accounts peppered in. I would be suspicious if everything was overly optimistic. Still, the ratio of good to bad feedback exceeds my expectations.

One comment in particular stands out among the rest: Honestly, the drug was my literal last resort. Remelda gave me my life back. It changed everything.

After concluding my cursory research, I decide to give it a shot. I swore off medication a while ago, but desperation tends to override all of my nevers. I grab my phone and dial Doc’s number. When no one answers, I leave a message on his office line. It is not until I hang up that I realize how strange my voice sounds. A strong sense of urgency layered with emotions I would rather not acknowledge—misery, pain, and despair.

After managing to drag myself through another arduous workday, I clock out. A cloud of fatigue surrounds me as I leave the café. My cheeks are flushed from drinking too much coffee, so the crisp air provides a sobering rush. I welcome the fresh breeze that greets me the second I step outside.

Best Brew’s prime location puts me on the outskirts of Copley Square. Teeming with commuters and university students, the area is always buzzing with unmatched energy. I make my way through Back Bay, continuing several blocks until I reach Boylston Street.

Boston is beautiful this time of year. November colors the city with autumnal splendor, leaving a wash of rich hues that saturate every neighborhood. Vivid reds and oranges mingle with punches of green. Golden yellow leaves are strewn about the asphalt, offsetting the hazy gray skies overhead.

Shops advertise fall specials, upcoming sales, and seasonal treats. I stroll past stylized window displays and themed marquees. In a two-minute stretch, I clock more signs for pumpkin spice baked goods than I can count.

When I reach the square, my attention fixates on Trinity Church. With its heavy arches and stained-glass windows, the centuries-old building is difficult not to stare at. I have never been particularly religious, but something about this architecture piques my curiosity. People pour in and out, perhaps stopping by to say a prayer or take a guided tour. I have only been inside a handful of times, and my last visit was ages ago. Probably with my parents. I guess that is why I have yet to come back.

I hardly even sense my feet traversing the expansive lawn. It is not until my toe collides with a stone step that I realize how close I have gotten. The plain stairs leading up to Trinity are oddly inviting, urging me to ascend them. I linger for a few moments before my phone vibrates with an alert.

I have a new notification from HealthScribe, the secure portal Doc uses to message me between sessions. After logging in, I read his latest email.

Doc tells me that he just ordered my prescription for Remelda. It should be ready for pickup at my local pharmacy within a matter of hours. A brief sigh of relief exits my lips. I scroll down, stiffening when I read the last few sentences of his message.

As we have previously discussed, I think that you would be a great candidate for one of the many support group networks available in the area. I strongly feel that you would benefit from attending at least a meeting or two. I know that you have expressed concerns and reservations in the past, but please consider the possibility that this might help. Try to keep an open mind.

I click on the link he provided and look up the details online. There is a dearth of information about this specific group—just a bare bones event page—but I am able to find what I need: the meeting time and location. I make a note that the next session is in several days. Whether or not I actually attend has yet to be determined.

I tuck my phone away and walk until I reach the nearest T stop. The train is not too crowded during this time of day, so I am able to find an open seat in one of the middle cars. On my way home, I make a minor detour to the drugstore to pick up my prescription. Then I wait in a long line before a perky pharmacist rings me up.

“Would you like a consult?” she asks.

“No, that’s okay.”

“Have you taken this medication before?”

I shake my head while swiping my credit card across the reader.

“I strongly suggest a consult,” she insists.

I meet her eyeline and agree, with reluctance.

“Great,” she says. “Remelda falls into the class of…”

I try to listen, willing myself to absorb the pharmacist’s words. But her voice eventually fades into the background. Despite my dogged attempt to pay attention, my focus wanes from another sleepless night. Who needs a sedative when you can doze off in the checkout line? Sarcasm aside, I am not too concerned about the medication’s subtleties. I probably won’t even crack the lid.


EIGHT


No sooner do I marvel at the glorious weather than it takes an unfortunate turn. The weekend arrives in windy sheets of gray. It is only a matter of time until our apartment lights begin to flicker. I guess the outage has spread across town. In fact, a quick glance outside tells me that every building on the block seems to be affected. Reluctantly, I switch on my phone light and drag my tired legs out of bed. Then I pad into the kitchen in search of provisions.

After cobbling together a few random snacks, I change into clean clothes and pack up my supplies. The last thing I want to do is brave the wintry temps outside, but my manuscript is not going to finish itself.

I decide to take the bus to my favorite bookshop for an impromptu writing session. After browsing the stacks for the better part of an hour, I settle into a corner booth in the store’s café. I glance to my right and notice a middle-aged man browsing the memoir shelves. He reminds me of my former statistics professor—Mr. Deacon. From the pencil tucked behind his ear to the pair of khakis belted snugly around his waist, the resemblance is eerie.

So eerie that it sends a chill through me. The likeness dredges up a buried memory before I can look the other way. In a matter of seconds, I am transported back to the first day of class. The day I met him. The moment I met Simon…

Stop. I physically shake my head to prevent the recollection from advancing further. Think of something else—anything else. But it remains, like a child’s toy floating on the water’s surface. It won’t go away.

I exhale and force myself to stand up. I need a distraction. My eyes bounce from bookcase to bookcase, hunting for anything to jam the signal. Whatever it takes to interrupt this memory. I need to bury it deeper than I did before.

Before I settle on a new plan, my phone buzzes quietly against the table. I peer down to see a missed call notification flash across the screen. One new voicemail. I bring it to my ear in a hurry, eager to listen.

“Hello, Miss Lee.”

I bristle at the sound.

“My name is Frederick Larson,” a strange voice says. “I have attempted to contact you in multiple ways during the last several weeks, but I have been unsuccessful thus far.”

I immediately think of the deleted email.

“I have an urgent matter that demands your attention.”

I press the phone harder to my ear.

“I am the estate lawyer for your grandfather’s property.”

My grandfather? I don’t have one. At least, not a living one—not as far as I know. My parents’ parents passed away a long time ago. We never really saw any relatives when I was growing up. Neither of my parents had any siblings, and the only person close enough to be called Uncle was my dad’s friend Matt. But he lives halfway across the globe with his wife and son. We lost touch after the funeral, and our strained connection is only surviving via the occasional exchange of holiday cards. I barely see him anymore.

“Please do give me a call at your earliest convenience. I look forward to speaking with you.”

When the message ends abruptly, I replay it and listen again. I still don’t understand. My parents always told me everything. They were open and honest people. At least, I thought they were. Why would they keep a family member’s existence a secret for so many years? The facts just don’t add up.

After ruminating for far too long, I pick up the phone and dial Frederick’s number. Unfortunately, he is reticent to share more details over the phone.

“Is it possible to discuss this in person?” he asks me.

I hesitate briefly, though I feel my curiosity winning out.

“Just a quick chat,” he adds. “I have some materials that will clarify the matter further.”

After a bit more back and forth, he agrees to email me said materials. The Wi-Fi here is strong enough for me to open the documents.

As it turns out, Frederick Larson seems to be telling the truth. He is a legitimate lawyer armed with an extensive work history. At least, that’s what I gather from the legal database I find online. I close out of my web browser and call him back.

“I thought my grandfather died a long time ago,” I begin.

“I can assure you that he was very much alive,” Frederick counters. “At least, until…”

We’re caught in a long pause.

“The first attachment is a copy of the updated will,” he says quietly.

I give it another glance before reading the first section. The property is in a Virginian town called Dukette.

“You’ll notice that it was modified just a few months ago,” Frederick says.

“He made the changes that recently?” I ask.

“That’s correct.”

“Do you know why?”

“Your grandfather wasn’t aware of your existence until that time. After learning that he had a biological granddaughter, Mr. Lee decided to reconsider his priorities.”

The word grandfather still sounds foreign every time he says it.

“I am aware that this is news to you.” Frederick sighs. “But your grandfather’s last wish was to meet you.”

My stomach drops before he walks me through another protracted document.

“The language is mostly boilerplate,” he explains.

Easy for an attorney to say. My eyes dart from line to line. I might as well be reading another language.

“Feel free to have your lawyer review this if you wish.”

I ask him a few more questions before he changes the subject.

“Will you be coming to Dukette in the near future?” he asks.

His question throws me off. “I—uh… I’m not sure.”

“I assume that you will want to visit the property. We can set up a meeting so you can sign the necessary forms.”

“Right,” I say. “I’ll have to let you know once I check my schedule.”

“Of course. In the meantime, please let me know if you have any concerns,” he says. “I am only a call away. Don’t hesitate to ring.”

“Thank you,” I say.

“Of course.”

I hang up the phone slowly, still in a state of disbelief. This continues for the remainder of my day. I have an actual grandfather. Why did I never know about him? All these years, I could have been spending the holidays with family… getting to know my father’s dad. Too bad they’re both dead.

I arrive home to an empty apartment. Relishing the rare occasion, I wriggle out of my puffy jacket and brew an oversized mug of tea. Then I pad into my room and switch on my laptop. It chimes a few times as I log into my email account. A host of inbox alerts flashes across the screen. I look through each message swiftly, finding two new rejections waiting patiently for me.

While I am not surprised to see them in the slightest, I am stunned by my own apathy. I honestly could not care less at the moment. No wounded ego or hurt feelings over here. No tears threatening to spring forth. It is as if the news of my inheritance—though too fresh to fully sink in—has somehow buoyed my spirits enough to safeguard my fragile inner artist.

I decide to put this armor to good use, turning my attention back to my manuscript. But I only manage to squeeze a few hundred words out. As I attempt to write, I can’t help feeling preoccupied. In the grand scheme of things, does any of this actually matter?

It doesn’t take long for me to lose interest. I walk over to the closet, standing on my tiptoes and straining to reach the top shelf. Then I feel around until my fingers grasp the corner of a dusty banker’s box.

After cracking open the lid, I sort through stacks of old photos and memorabilia. This is all I have left of my parents. Some of their most prized material possessions: my dad’s heirloom watch and my mom’s lucky jade ring, As I examine each item, bittersweet memories flit through my head.

My parents’ deaths left a massive void. They were hit by a drunk driver, and my life has never been the same since. Before they passed, we were extremely close. But it turns out they never told me the truth. If my dad kept his father a secret for so long, what other secrets existed between us? What else could he have been hiding?

The question bothers me as I run my thumb along the edge of a birthday card. Then my thoughts skip ahead to today’s conversation. Frederick recommended visiting the property as soon as I am able to. There are still staff working in the house. They’ll want to know what your plans are. There was a long silence. For the estate, he clarified.

Driven by a mixture of obligation and intrigue, I decide to take his advice. Obviously, I am still incredulous. But maybe being there and seeing the property with my own eyes will make this bizarre situation feel real. Visiting in person will give me something tangible to hang onto.

I don’t know whether to be sad or grateful. Perhaps I should be both, but I am too shocked to cry or celebrate. It isn’t until the end of the evening that I begin to feel another emotion. It takes hours for the surprise to fade, but it eventually wears off and gives way to something else. As morbid as this news is, I am left with a mild sense of hope.

I welcome the speck of good news in the midst of an otherwise awful period. More than a speck—a hefty dose. Something to allay the negatives. I feel optimistic, even excited. This new development promises a better future than I’ve ever anticipated.

This is my chance to finally break free. To get away from Simon for good. Maybe leaving town is the only way I’ll be able to resist seeing him. To evict him from my life. I need to go somewhere he can’t find me. Somewhere I can’t find him…

Still on a high from the realization, I open my laptop and consider my options. In a fantasy world, I would toss my barista apron aside and quit without looking back. But this is reality, and I can’t afford to take more than several days off. What if this whole thing is a trick? What if there is an asterisk that I am not aware of? What if it doesn’t pan out?

For now, the smartest move is definitely to keep my job. I can finally use the vacation days that have been rolling over for far too long. At this point, I must have more than I will know what to do with. I just hope that Trevor is reasonable when I make my request.

I conduct some travel research online, consulting a variety of sites before coming up with tentative arrangements. I scroll through a variety of hotel options before remembering that I already have a place to stay. My grandfather’s house. My house. Yep, still in disbelief.


NINE


Another day, another lousy shift that makes me want to quit my job and interview for a different position. I have just finished mopping the stockroom floor for the third time this week. The rest of my day flashes by in quick succession. It is the easiest shift I have ever had. Not because the customers are particularly docile, and not because everything runs smoothly for the first time in weeks. But because my mind is somewhere else entirely.

Of all the information bombs Frederick dropped during our meeting, one piece is currently bothering me more than the rest. Your grandfather wrote to you on multiple occasions. He sent a series of letters during the past several months. But like I told Frederick, I never received any of those letters. I assure you—they were sent. After a while, your grandfather assumed that you had no interest in meeting him.

Back at our apartment, Blair’s heels click against the hardwood as she hurries down our shared hallway. “I’m going to Eric’s tonight,” she says while passing my door.

Before she goes, I take the opportunity to ask her a question.

“Blair?”

“Hmm?” she answers absentmindedly while slipping into her pea coat.

“I didn’t get any letters during the past few months, did I?”

“Not that I saw.” She flashes me a puzzled expression. “Why?”

“Someone has been writing to me, but I haven’t⁠—”

“Why would anyone rely on snail mail when they could just as easily send a text?”

I part my lips only to snap them shut. Blair is genuinely asking, but I do not possess enough patience to explain the lost art of letter-writing to my tech-obsessed roommate. So, I meet her confusion with a shrug.

“So weird, right?” Blair shakes her head before wrapping a plum-colored scarf tightly around her neck.

“Yeah,” I agree.

“Don’t wait up,” she calls on her way out. “I’ll see you tomorrow!”

The situation leaves me even more unsettled than I was before. A pang of guilt takes hold as I consider the timing of everything. What exactly did my grandfather write in those letters? What if I had received them when he intended me to? I might have met him before he passed away. And now it’s too late…

Frederick was not specific about the details of my grandfather’s death, but I assume the cause was age-related. After all, his son—my father—would be in his fifties by now if he was still alive. I don’t know the date my grandfather drew in his last breath, but I definitely did not feel comfortable probing his lawyer over coffee.

I resolve to ask Trevor for time off as soon as possible. The next morning, I decide to broach the subject when I see him standing in the stockroom. There is a refreshing lull in customers, so it’s the perfect opportunity to ask about using some of my vacation days.

Unfortunately for me, his response is lacking in both empathy and reason.

“This month?” he asks before scoffing dramatically. “I don’t think so.”

“Trevor,” I say calmly. “I⁠—”

“I just don’t see how that will work,” he says while gesturing around the space.

So I attempt a different approach, explaining the circumstances regarding my late grandfather. “I would only be gone for about a week,” I add.

Trevor’s eyes don’t leave the shelving unit he is rearranging supplies on. “Honestly,” he huffs. “We’re underwater as it is.”

Is that a no?

“This timing is really inconvenient, Wren.”

In this moment, I wish I could hand the reins over to some sort of self-assured alter ego. Maybe she could take over my body and condemn Trevor for his lack of understanding. With my luck, though, the alter ego would flee just in time to leave me with the wreckage. Then my usual awkward and uncertain self would be left to pick up the pieces.

“I understand, Trevor. But I already spoke with Lisa, and she’s willing to pull some extra hours that week.”

He fiddles with a carton of iced tea concentrate. Clearly, Trevor was not expecting pushback. Working under him for several months has given me more than enough time to understand how he operates.

“I see.” He releases a sigh and adjusts his name tag. Trevor has a habit of running his thumb along the bottom, where the word manager is engraved in bold.

I used to think it was a nervous tic, but I have since realized that it’s a habit forged from equal parts pride and insecurity. 

“Still…” he trails off. “My employees⁠—”

“Look,” I say gently, attempting to level with him. “I am committed to this job. You know I am. But I have never asked for time off, and I haven’t even taken a sick day.”

Our verbal sparring match goes on for another five minutes before he finally agrees. Even after he does, though, the conversation leaves a bad taste in my mouth. I consider venting to a coworker, but the urge is short-lived. I am just relieved to have the go-ahead.


TEN


My departure is in just a few days. Since my packing skills are rusty from an evident lack of use, I decide to get started tonight. My eyes dart around the room, identifying an array of items I might want to bring. The piece of luggage in front of me is oversized enough to fit everything I need. Despite the ongoing insomnia, I feel a welcome burst of energy as I pack. It has been ages since I boarded an airplane. The last time I went on a true vacation was probably in high school.

Travel represents possibility. Once upon a dream, I wanted to visit the entire world. My parents were avid sightseers who instilled that passion in me during childhood. But things change. My routine keeps me in Boston almost all the time. I spend my days inhabiting the tiniest speck of this city. It’s basically the opposite of what I used to envision for myself.

Although this trip is not exactly an exotic adventure, I can’t help but feel a little excited about the prospect of leaving for a spell. Dukette is only a short flight away. According to the tourism bureau site, the town was founded in the late 1700s. Given its colonial roots, the place is shrouded in history, and was even the site of a pivotal battle during the American Revolution. A current population of roughly 4,500 lands Dukette firmly in small-town territory. I imagine residents greeting each other during their morning walks around the undoubtedly landscaped suburban neighborhoods. A sort of everyone knows everyone type of situation. Clusters of sepia pictures depict landowners from decades past, looking like something straight out of a high school textbook. There are also colorful images of modern-day life in Dukette. Restored heritage buildings line the town’s main street. I spot cutesy boutiques, cafés, and a fountain-filled square. Almost everything is covered in cobblestone and brick.

After reading a bit more about Dukette, I glance around the room to catch anything I might have missed. Of course. It stands out like a traffic sign atop on my dresser: the orange bottle I picked up from the pharmacy.

Although I still have no intention of trying Remelda, I decide to bring it along. Who knows? Maybe being away from home will help me finally succumb to slumber. If not, I can always take a dose or two of the medication.

I suddenly realize that I still haven’t told Doc about my upcoming plans. He doesn’t even know that I still meet up with Simon. There’s no point in bringing it up, though. I’m well aware that he would disapprove. Since I am withholding so much pertinent information from my trusted therapist, I figure the least I can do is heed his advice and bring the medicine with me. My last appointment with Doc is in just a few days, which will be the perfect time to drop said news on him.

That evening, I find myself braving chilled air in the name of a late-night walk. I pull my coat tightly around my shoulders, bristling as the wind picks up. I take my normal route and find him waiting for me in our usual spot.

“Hello, beautiful,” he says, practically crooning the words.

I approach hesitantly, drinking in the sight of him. He towers over my petite frame like a tree.

“Where have you been?” A coy half smile dances across his face.

I don’t respond. I know him well enough to realize what that grin is masking.

“Can’t sleep, huh?” he asks, already knowing the answer.

I shake my head.

“Better than having nightmares,” he says coolly.

I beg to differ. I shouldn’t get too close. I should not even be here at all. I know full well that I should keep my distance. But I cannot resist the pull. It’s incredible how a love that was once so magnetic can still exist… how it can endure despite the relationship ending. Even now, our chemistry transcends the destruction. It’s palpable. Undeniable. Overpowering in every way.

We start pacing—our strides synchronizing easily—before I speak again.

“I can’t see you anymore.”

Simon releases a bark of laughter.

“I’m serious.”

“We’ve been through this song and dance…” He pauses, taking my hand in his.

My palm feels safe in his. “I know.” I sigh before finally prying my fingers away. “But this is the last time.”

“Whatever you say.” His hand falls at his side as we continue moving. He’s clearly unconvinced. Then again, he doesn’t realize that I’m leaving town.

We walk in silence for several blocks, striding in sync while passing bus stops and signposts. As we go, thoughts dart around my head like torpedoes. Volatile and vicious enough to cause ample harm. The emotion swells inside my chest, heightening as we near the edge of another neighborhood.

“Just tell me,” I whisper. “Tell me what happened that night.”

Of course he doesn’t answer. Only a mere shake of his head, with that mercurial smile dancing across his lips once again.

“I’ll figure it out eventually,” I say, though I’m not sure who I am trying to convince more.

Simon changes the subject, and my frustration grows. I need to remember. I need to find out where we went wrong.

On the way home, I think about everything that transpired between us. When things end, where do all of the remnants go? Surely, they don’t disappear—at least not entirely. The emotions are still firmly inside of me… circling and cycling to no avail. Maybe that’s why I keep coming back. Maybe that’s why I cannot let go—of him, of us, of what we were.

The next morning, I drag my feet through the double doors of a local recreation center lobby. The support group meets here every Wednesday without fail, according to the website Doc gave me. The space is exactly what I pictured: a sparse room with foldout chairs arranged in a séance-like circle. There’s a single seat in the center, which I assume is for the leader. Posters with colorful motivational quotes printed in bold ink line the wall to my right. Never look back except to see how far you’ve come. The only person standing in your way is you. I’m not sure the last one is inspiring so much as it is reproachful.

The squeaky radiator pumps heat through a dusty vent on my left. The air in here is hot enough to make me remove my jacket—I am sweating down to my palms. Maybe it’s just nerves.

The door opens behind me. A couple of people trickle in, greeting each other and offering a gentle hello in my direction. I force a smile and hang my coat over one of the chairs. Then I sit down and glance around the circle.

There are about fifteen of us by the time that 9 a.m. rolls around. An elderly gentleman arrives through a back entrance, clearing his throat audibly before claiming the center chair. There are a few hushed murmurs, and then the meeting finally begins.

“Hello, everyone,” he says. “Let’s get started.”

There’s a collective fidgeting as people straighten up and shift in their seats.

The man introduces himself as Ken, the leader of Spiritual Experience Warriors. “I see that we have a couple of new faces,” he says, gesturing to my general direction. “Please give them a warm welcome.”

Everyone mutters a combination of Hi and Hello at once, creating a cacophony of overlapping voices. I nod graciously and force another smile.

“Let’s begin by joining hands,” Ken says.

I hesitate before accepting the palm of the young man next to me. His blue eyes look as deeply troubled as my own. Then I tentatively clasp my fingers around those of the woman on my other side. Unlike me, she appears vibrant and energetic, buoyed by an intangible force I wish I could access. If we were at a restaurant, I would definitely order whatever she’s been having.

Ken leads us in a sort of nondenominational prayer. While the whole thing feels a little bizarre and ethereal to me, I keep my lids shut and try to embrace the process. Besides, we’re all here for the same reason. United by a set of shared experiences that could best be described as strange or surreal. Brushes and close encounters with death. That fact alone is odd enough.

“Elongate that last breath, and feel the tension leave your body,” Ken says as a sea of exhalations fills the room.

I have to admit that I do feel particularly relaxed once the exercise concludes. When instructed to, I release one more gentle sigh before opening my eyes. There is a palpable sense of calm in the circle. Even the troubled gaze of my neighbor has lightened significantly.

“All right.” Ken clears his throat again before shifting gears. “Does anyone have news to report?”

There is an extended silence before a few succinct updates trickle out. A woman named Laura mentions that she was able to drop her children off at school every day last week. A man named Al explains that his family reunion went smoother than he anticipated.

“I have you all to thank for that,” he adds graciously. “Thanks for helping me prepare for it.”

These modest wins seem monumental to the people describing them. I can’t exactly relate, but it is undeniably reassuring to hear about their lives improving. There are even a few positive comments that circulate with an unexpected levity. A soft-spoken lady tells us that she is returning to school to become a grief counselor.

“The journey is helping give me a renewed sense of purpose each day,” she says.

Most people seem to agree with her statement.

“How about our newcomers?” Ken says. “Would anyone like to share?”

Some choose to share their stories, detailing different accounts with a similar through line.

“I’ll go next,” says a steely faced man across from me. “I’m Matt.” He runs a steady hand across his buzz cut. “Everything was going so well,” he says before launching into the specifics of his near-death encounter. “My buddy swerved off the road while I was in the backseat. We’d all been drinking, but not to the point of—” Matt chokes on the last word. “I was out cold for five minutes.”

A car accident.

“There was blood everywhere,” he says. “So much blood.” Matt brings a hand to his mouth and pauses. “I’ll never forget that smell…”

The vivid details paint a grotesque picture I would rather not imagine. Matt’s account shrouds the vicinity in something beyond unsettling… something completely morose.

“I’ve never been the same since,” he finally concludes, shaking his head. “Everywhere I go, death is there. Every minute of every single day.”

A silence flattens the space.

“Thank you for your vulnerability,” Ken says when he’s finished.

Matt nods as a new darkness plagues his stare.

“I know this isn’t always comforting,” Ken continues. “But time really does heal. If nothing else, it helps.”

Matt’s lips part in response. “That’s the thing,” he says. “I thought it would…”

Ken raises a brow.

“But that was ten years ago.”

A few of us gasp quietly.

“Absolutely nothing has changed. If anything,” Matt adds, “my fear has intensified.”

Any peaceful vibes have all but fled the room. This encounter was an entire decade ago? I would have guessed a year at most, given Matt’s jarringly vivid description.

“Well,” Ken says. “Each person has a very different experience, of course.”

Ken doesn’t ask anyone else to share. During the remainder of our meeting, we make awkward small talk and try a short, guided meditation. But the atmosphere has changed considerably. Even our intrepid leader seems shaken up, stunned by Matt’s haunting story.

The session ends with another non-prayer prayer. My neighbors’ palms are as sweaty as my own. It’s as if fear has transferred from person to person like a rapidly spreading virus.

My heightened nerves last long after I leave the building and return to my apartment. The whole way home, I find myself looking over both shoulders and quickening my pace.

I can’t shake the feeling that an unwanted presence is nearby. Lurking, hovering, waiting.

Matt’s words circle my brain as I turn the corner. Everywhere I go, death is there. Every minute of every single day.


ELEVEN


The waiting room is as crowded as I have ever seen it. So packed that I don’t even find a seat before Margaret invites me back to Doc’s office. He comes in shortly after, and we spend a few minutes talking about my recent sleep issues. Then he asks about the support group.

“I attended a meeting,” I tell him.

“And?”

“It was… okay. Fine, I guess. But I’m not sure if I’ll go back.”

Doc is clearly disappointed. He sighs audibly, massaging his right temple before scribbling something down on his legal pad.

“I’m willing to try again,” I add. “The format just didn’t really resonate with me.”

“I see.” Doc looks bemused. Then he mentions the incident again.

My stomach tightens as the words leave his mouth.

“Wren, what you went through was quite traumatic.”

I break my stare and look away.

“When you and⁠—”

I hold my hand up, willing him to stop.

“I know you don’t like to discuss it,” he says gently. “But this is an important part of the healing process.”

He’s right. I prefer not to verbalize my emotions because I still can’t make sense of them myself.

“As you know, the grieving process is highly individual,” he continues. “But it’s clear that we still have a long way to go.”

I agree with him.

“It goes without saying that we need to get your insomnia and somnambulism under control. They pose the biggest threat to your mental and physical wellbeing. Not to mention, your panic attacks⁠—”

“It’s been a long time since I had one of those,” I say, cutting him off.

“Hmm.” He nods, obviously unconvinced.

It is at this point that my mind begins to wander. The thinning patch of silvery hair atop Doc’s scalp glints beneath the office lights. So much that I catch myself wondering what shampoo my therapist uses. Head and Shoulders? Pantene? My conscious mind will do anything to distract me from the current circumstances. I tune back into our conversation just in time to hear Doc’s next suggestion.

“I see you picked up the medication I prescribed,” he says approvingly. “Hopefully something will come from Remelda.”

“Yes—I did.”

His comment provides an ideal segue for me to bring up the trip. I broach the subject tentatively before delving into specifics.

“Hmm.” Doc listens thoughtfully as I recount the interaction I had with Frederick. Obviously, I can’t reveal the primary reason I want to flee town. I can’t tell Doc that I need to get away so Simon can’t find me…

“Honestly, Wren,” he says, adjusting his spindly frames. “I believe a change of scenery will be good for you. Stepping out of what has essentially become your comfort zone—your new normal. This experience might be exactly what you need.”

I wait for more, but he stops talking. That’s it? I am genuinely shocked that Doc does not have more questions. After a bit more back and forth, we conclude our session and I head home for the day. Doc’s advice circles my mind while I tread through scattered showers and wait for the bus. In his opinion, this could change everything. I only hope he’s right.

Blair invited me to eat alongside her and Eric tonight, but I declined. I know full well that they would much prefer to share a private evening without a third wheel. I haven’t even told them about my newfound travel plans. I am sure they will be plenty thrilled to have the place to themselves while I am away, though.

People talk about how hard it is to make friends as an adult, but it doesn’t really hit you until you find yourself with no one to talk to on a Friday night. When you’re younger, you take your social life for granted. It’s easy to do that when you see your classmates every single day. College and geographical distance put those relationships to the test, though. And many of my friendships just didn’t pass. From time to time, I still think about them. I wonder what some of my former besties are doing now.

The truth is, no one will really feel my absence while I’m gone. I have no significant other, no Hinge dates to ghost, no pets to take care of. I can’t even call myself a plant mom. I once bought one of those unkillable succulents from the hardware store nursery section with the best of intentions. Let’s just say, it lasted for about a month. Tops.

The few people I have actually managed to keep in touch with live across the country. And even those formerly strong bonds have faded. After barely speaking for the better part of a decade, my friends and I have essentially become acquaintances. Some of them feel like complete strangers. Oh right, and my family is dead. All of them. Case in point: No one will miss me while I am gone. No one except for Simon…


TWELVE


We land just about two hours after takeoff. Once I finally deboard the plane, I begin Dulles Airport’s long trek to the arrivals terminal. Fatigued and hungry, I scarf down a stale protein bar and locate the correct carousel. As I grab my suitcase from the moving belt, I promise myself that I will have an extra-large dinner to make up for it.

Relieved to take in some fresh air, I exit the airport and step off the curb. My bag’s unwieldy handle rattles as I drag each loose wheel across the street. I have almost reached the median when something accelerates in my peripheral—a gray SUV.

The car flies past the traffic light and whips straight into my orbit. I barely have time to move before it reaches me. My heart braces as a pair of hands grabs hold of me. Something—someone—grips my shoulders and hurls me out of the way. Suddenly, I am thrown to the side before landing on a chunk of cement.

“Watch out,” I hear a voice yell.

I don’t know if the comment is directed at the car or at me. All I can feel is the weight of my body against the rough asphalt. Everything hurts. Ever so slowly, my surroundings come back into focus.

My hands are scraped up. Blood trickles down my arms, and scratches line my ankles. I finally collect myself and stand up, hobbling over to a bench with the help of the woman who pushed me out of the way. She is a bit older than me, probably mid-thirties with brown hair and expressive eyes.

“You saved me,” I say as the words sink in. “Thank you.”

She adjusts her baseball hat and shrugs.

“Really, thank you.”

“Don’t mention it,” she says. Then she throws up a hand and gestures to the rogue driver’s path. “What a lunatic.”

I glance around and clock a few onlookers. Some appear concerned while others just seem confused.

“He came out of nowhere,” the woman says. “That was unreal.”

I draw in a breath and exhale until the pounding in my chest wanes.

“Do you want me to call someone?” she asks.

I shake my head.

“You sure?”

“Yes,” I insist. “I’ll be all right.”

“Okay,” she says before walking off.

Just then, a young man approaches us and points to something in the distance. “Is that yours?” he asks.

I follow his finger until my stare lands on something in the middle of the road. My suitcase. It’s dark, flattened, and wide open. My belongings are littered around the vicinity, creating a sad trail of clothes and shoes.

“I hope there wasn’t anything too fragile inside,” the man mutters. “But the important thing is that you’re alive.”

He’s right—I survived.

“You clearly had the right of way,” he adds. “That jerk blew right through the red light.”

“It’s okay, hun,” a woman says. “At least you’re safe now.”

I offer a forced smile, but I staunchly disagree. My bag isn’t the only thing that perished this afternoon. My fleeting sense of ease lies dead with the wreckage, remains strewn across the street. Just when I feel like I am making progress—like I am finally getting ahead of the incident that changed my life—I am proven wrong. Instead, I am pulled back to that pivotal moment once again. Frozen in fear.

I try to derail the memory, swiping it away like dust in my eyes. But it’s too late. The recollection envelops me like smoke, encasing me in a hazy fog as I struggle to flee. To free myself.

I overhear a man recounting every last detail into his cellphone, no doubt entertaining whoever is on the other end. “It was insane,” he says. “I thought she was going to die…”

My flashback morphs into a full-blown anxiety attack as travelers hurry around me. At one point, I become aware of a hand on my left arm. Gentle pressure and a baritone voice.

“Can I help you?”

I don’t respond.

“Try not to panic,” the person says.

I hear the suggestion, but reason does not work when you are in the throes of an attack. I wish more people realized that. Instead, I am forced to ride it out… to endure the alarm until it begins to subside.

Once I make it back inside the airport, a worker from the medical center helps get me cleaned up. She is gentle and kind, but I am still locked in another place. Another time. The dregs of my flashback have yet to fully dissolve.

The accident is enough to make me want to turn around and go home—to leave this place and never return. But I silently talk myself down. You’re okay, Wren. It’s all right. I might not believe my own words, but they are enough to do the trick. So against my screaming instincts, I persist.


THIRTEEN


It takes more self-coaching before I agree to climb inside a cab. My internal dialogue goes something like this:

You can do it, Wren.

No, I can’t.

Yes, you really can.

Nope.

Yes—

If you’re just going to keep repeating yourself, I’ll do the same.

Fine. Well, you made it this far. So you might as well go the distance since you came all this way…

After growing tired of the mental debate, I finally give in and make my way over to the taxi line. I unlock my phone and decide to call Doc’s office to request a virtual session. Maybe he will be able to help. I leave a desperate-sounding message on his voicemail before hanging up.

As we drive, I try to distract myself by staring out the window and taking in the scenery. But I am still too shaken up to fully commit. Obviously, I am grateful that the car didn’t hit me. I am lucky to be alive. But, given the state of my suitcase, I was forced to leave most of my belongings behind. I guess I should just be happy that my phone and laptop were not destroyed in the process.

I resist an urge to ask the driver to stop along the way. While I want to replace nearly every article of clothing in my luggage, I would rather head straight to the house. The suspense of what it might be like—appearance, interior, and all—gives me tunnel vision.

I hope there will be a nearby mall that has everything I need. Maybe I will even treat myself to one of those giant pretzels coated in sugar and cinnamon. The kind that melts in your mouth while the scent of buttery dough tickles your nose.

The idea reminds me of the regular back-to-school shopping trips my mom used to take me on. We would wander the department stores and try on expensive clothes we couldn’t afford. Then we would search for cheaper versions at our local Goodwill. The fleeting memory brings a smile to my lips. I loved our yearly tradition. To me, it never mattered that money was tight—I didn’t care about that.

As we merge onto a crowded highway, the sky begins to darken. Clouds seem to multiply considerably during the drive. Everything is cast in gloomy light—a shade somewhere between pale gray and ash.

The driver glances at me in the rearview mirror. As if reading my mind, he says, “We’ve had some crazy weather here recently.”

“Oh yeah?” I ask.

“Yep. It’s more volatile than usual this year.”

I nod and return my gaze to the window. Apparently, he’s right. It starts to rain as we change lanes and meet another jam of oncoming traffic. A few minutes later, the driver turns up his radio so I can hear the news coverage too. A reporter runs through the weather forecast before a short commercial break.

“We’re expecting heavy rain this evening,” she says. “With moderate snowfall late tonight.”

The reception is spotty, but I think I hear something about a potential storm in the coming days. A storm? I am definitely unprepared. Besides the light jacket I am wearing now, I do not have any coats or additional layers to keep me warm. When my mental list overflows with items, I type everything into a phone note.

I look up every so often, trying to orient myself to this area. The further we drive, though, the fewer buildings I see. My plan to go supply shopping and order takeout will probably have to be adjusted. It has been half an hour since we passed any sort of commercial center.

Long stretches of greenery expand as far as my eyes can travel. This continues for the majority of our drive. I don’t see anything besides rolling hills and landscaped walking paths on either side. I open my maps application before a road sign steals my attention.

Welcome To Dukette

The hand-carved lettering sure evokes a sense of smalltown charm. I feel my shoulders loosen as we turn onto a windy country road that reminds me of a postcard image. Unfortunately, the quaintness is fleeting. Dukette’s perimeter holds an obvious—if not misleading—appeal. Once we continue inside, though, something changes.

There’s a palpable shift in the atmosphere as we proceed. I don’t know how to describe it other than unsettling. The images from the tourism board website were a bit deceptive. Where are the cutesy cafés and boutiques I saw online? Perhaps the town square is on the other side of Dukette.

As we turn onto a long driveway, my eyes widen at the unencumbered sight of the house. It is more like a mansion than any single-family home I have ever seen. In fact, there is nothing average about it. Ominous and imposing, the exterior is dark enough to make the cloudy sky look bright in contrast.

This whole place appears to be taken straight out of a storybook. It is not like one of the romantic royal palaces where kings and queens live, though. Quite the opposite. The house reminds me of a Gothic estate—somewhere villains might reside.

After we stop moving, I am able to take a closer look. The architectural features in front of me are nothing short of haunting. What was once perhaps an impressive structure is now marked by a crumbling façade. Cracks mar the stone’s surface like frown lines on a face.

The windows—few and far between—are obscured by slate-colored curtains. They look like eyes, black and vacant. Green ivy creeps up the sides like a fake, pencil-thin smile. There might as well be a moat around this house. I have the growing sense that there is much more than I can perceive here. Almost like the residence is designed to keep people out… or in.

“Well,” the driver says. “Here we are.”

I reach inside my purse and grab enough money to pay him. Then I climb out of his car and wave goodbye. As the taxi disappears from my peripheral vision, I make my way towards the towering entrance. A pair of black double doors stands sentry as I secure the set of keys that Frederick sent to me.

I insert the largest one into the lock and turn. As I push open the door, it creaks audibly. A high-pitched wail. The noise is so life-like that I jump from the surprise. I close the door behind me and flip on a light switch. Then I turn around to examine the interior.

There are large sheets draped over some of the furniture pieces. Part of me expects to find clusters of cobwebs and layers of dust, but I am relieved to see that isn’t the case. The foyer seems to be spotless. Not sparkling, but clean enough to put me slightly at ease.

Just then, a shrill gust of wind sounds from outside. I pull my jacket tighter around my body, glancing nearby for some sort of control panel. I doubt that a home this old has central heating of any kind. But to my partial relief, there is a fireplace across the way.

I take in its design, following the trail of bricks up to a rickety mantelpiece. A vase of flowers—long deceased—sits atop. It’s the only item on there. Each stem is a skeleton, drooping over the glass in a dejected bow. The whole thing seems oddly out of place in contrast with the polished wood. Everything is painfully plain—bereft of any charm. Perhaps these flowers were one last attempt at décor.

After venturing further into the house, I come upon a grand piano. When was it last played? The entire first floor feels dead. Not just from the lack of people, but from something else. A different kind of emptiness. I have to remind myself that there was a person living here up until a few weeks ago—give or take. My grandfather.

I move closer to the piano and reach out a curious hand. My parents enrolled me in lessons when I was a child, but I did not continue them past grade school. I think I lost interest. But right now, in this moment, my fingers gravitate towards the ivory keys below me.

I press down tentatively, relishing the sweetness of the first note. Then I press another, and another. The music is sonorous and vibrant as it echoes through the room. I imagine tiny hammers striking strings while I play.

Sheer muscle memory takes over as I go. Soon, I am playing an entire song by heart. It’s our song—mine and his. I begin to hum along, gripped and fueled by some unknown force. I lose myself in the tune. “Dream a Little Dream of Me.”

A sudden slam rips me from my trance—the fallboard shuts over my thumbs in a painful instant.

“Ouch!” I cry out, yanking my fingers away from the hinged covering. What the hell? I swear under my breath. Then I see something that makes my entire body stiffen: a human hand resting on the edge of the piano.


FOURTEEN


My focus is entirely fixed on the hand perched beside me. But that isn’t the most shocking thing I see. My gaze travels upward until I identify who it belongs to: a tall woman with pale eyes and a wooden expression. We are locked in a chilling silence until she finally speaks.

“The piano is only played after five p.m.,” she says matter-of-factly.

I blink at her. Apparently, I have violated some sort of cardinal rule.

“I apologize for hurting you,” she says in a tone that sounds anything but remorseful.

“Thanks.” I massage my fingers and look away.

“My name is Ruth,” she adds, smoothing her perfectly pressed black apron. “I am Mr. Lee’s housekeeper.”

“I’m Wren.” I offer a small smile. “Nice to meet you.” There’s nothing nice about it.

But she just stands still and continues staring at me. “I take it you are Mr. Lee’s relative?”

“Yes. He’s my… he was my grandfather.”

Ruth nods. “I will show you to your room now.”

“Oh—okay.” I stand and push in the piano bench.

When she heads towards the foyer, I grab my purse and follow her.

“No shoes upstairs, please,” she says, gesturing to my feet.

“Right,” I say, bending down to remove my boots. “Sorry.”

“He doesn’t allow it.”

I find it a little strange that Ruth is referring to my late grandfather in the present tense. Then again, his death is still fresh. Everyone mourns differently. Maybe this is just part of her grieving process.

“You’re a light packer,” she says, no doubt wondering why the only item I brought is a handbag.

I give Ruth a brief rundown of my airport misfortune, making sure to gloss over the finer details. I don’t exactly know her well enough to elaborate on my inopportune panic attack.

“I see,” she says curtly.

Does she not believe me?

“This way.”

Ruth leads me to a lengthy winding staircase. Ornate details catch my eye as I follow her up. The banister is cool and textured, with noticeable wood grain and etched carvings beneath my fingertips. The large walls have a hint of faded allure from decades past. An old coat of paint—peeling at the edges—covers them in an eggshell hue, while crown molding looks modern and slightly out of place.

Each step creaks as we ascend, moaning in a lifelike fashion that reminds me of the sound emitted by the front entrance.

“Your room is on the left.”

At first glance, I assumed that Ruth was probably in her seventies. But it is nearly impossible to guess her age. At certain angles, her skin is smooth—taut and unlined. A blank canvas. But every now and then, I catch a glimpse of her in another light. As shadows dance across her face, I clock wrinkles that make her appear years older. My eyes must be playing tricks on me.

Ruth moves with the apparent ease of a much younger woman. She makes a sharp turn at the landing, continuing down a narrow hallway. The ceilings are sloped and vaulted, letting in a strong draft of cold air. Another sudden creak emanates from behind me. Understandably, my nerves are still on a hair-trigger.

I glance over my shoulder on impulse, wondering what might be lurking at the other end of the hallway. Unlike the plain walls over here, that side is decorated with thick frames and shadow boxes. I can’t identify the objects inside, but mounting discomfort mitigates my curiosity.

I had completely forgotten what Frederick told me during our meeting. Now that I recount the conversation, he definitely mentioned that other people would be here. There are still staff working in the house. They’ll want to know what your plans are.

Beyond the awkwardness of Ruth being here in the first place, there is really no need for her to stay. But she doesn’t seem to have any intention of leaving. Can I politely dismiss her? I am reticent to offend her, especially given our first interaction.

“Ruth,” I venture. “I don’t want to keep you. I’m sure you have other things to do.” I force another smile.

She whips around, meeting my words with a stone stare.

“So, um… please feel free to go home if you’d like.”

“This is my home.”

My stomach drops. She lives here?

“This has been my home since the day I began working here.”

Will there be more staff members coming and going in the pending days? Do the others live onsite as well? “Okay, then,” I say under my breath.

Ruth pauses in front of a closed door and adjusts her apron. Then she turns the brass knob to reveal my temporary bedroom.

“This is perfect,” I say. “Thank you.”

Ruth watches me vigilantly as I step inside.

“Mr. Lee likes to eat at sundown,” she says before turning to leave. “If you miss dinner, I’ll set some leftovers aside.” And with that, she’s gone.

Again with the present tense thing? Something about this is too strange. I am instantly reminded of Mrs. Danvers laying out Rebecca’s glamorous clothes. What lengths will Ruth go to in order to keep my grandfather’s memory alive?

Attempting to shake off that bizarre encounter, I make my way into the bedroom where I will be staying during my time here. My first impression leaves something to be desired. The space feels crippling small—like a closet converted into a sleeping area. I step further inside and release the breath I didn’t even realize I was holding. As the air leaves my chest, I glance around and take in the décor.

The faded wallpaper is molding at the edges. Its pattern depicts a series of white shapes—sort of like ornate sconces—layered over pale green. I move closer to take a better look. Upon further examination, the shapes start to look like profiles and silhouettes. The longer I stare, the more they seem to blend together, like strange faces bleeding into each other. They begin to move, shifting and vibrating until I rip my gaze away.

The design reminds me of those Rorschach ink blots I know so well. For a moment, I feel like I am back inside Doc’s building. Then again, the only commonality between his office and this bedroom is décor that makes me edgy. I feel worlds away from my life back in Boston.

There is an armoire in the corner, though the doors might not even open because of the limited square footage in here. Compared to the massive size of this house, the room really is tiny. For some reason, the disparity strikes me as odd and a bit unnerving.

There is a twin-sized bed covered in a thin duvet. Given the chilly weather that greeted me upon landing, I hope I will be warm enough tonight. A patchwork quilt rests at the foot, brushing the tips of a wrinkled dust ruffle that reaches the hardwood. I admire its detailing and wonder if the embroidery is handstitched. Delicate lace trim lines the edges, and each pillowcase is made from a similar fabric.

A soft knit blanket is folded at the foot of the bed, with a set of clean towels resting on top. I think the color is a pale pink, though it’s difficult to tell. The lighting in here is muted and dim.

I open the doors of the armoire and peer inside. There are several plush hangers and empty drawers begging to be filled. In fact, there is enough space here for my entire closet to fit inside. Considering my current circumstances, though, I don’t have much to unpack.

I close the doors and set my bag on a wide whitewashed dresser. This time, I don’t even bother looking inside the drawers. I comb through the few possessions I have with me: a scratch pad, old gift cards, and a pack of peppermint gum. I am certain there are plenty of other forgotten items hidden in the purse pockets I rarely open.

I reach down and hunt for a snack—anything to munch on and tide me over. Surely there has to be food in here. Maybe some chocolate or a packet of granola? Unfortunately, my search is unsuccessful.

I am about to pull my hand out when I feel something plastic at the bottom. Jolly Ranchers. I stashed a few bags in my suitcase—for all of the well-intentioned writing sessions I expected to have here. I guess I must have put an extra one in my bag for good measure.

Although I am not currently writing, my craving is too strong to ignore. Given the fact that I have yet to eat a solid meal, anything edible sounds delicious right now. Especially my favorite confection. I tear open the package and pluck a green apple candy from the assortment. Then I unwrap it and pop it into my open mouth.

Then I have another. And another. Instead of sucking on them and savoring the sweetness, I practically bite right through. The tart flavor dissolves on my tongue in melty delight. I just can’t seem to get enough.

After finishing most of the pack, I reach back inside my purse. Maybe another snack magically appeared in its place. But of course, no such luck. I am about to withdraw my hand when I feel something foreign: a plastic pill bottle.

I can’t help but laugh. Of all the things I brought and lost, my unwanted sleep medication survived. Of course. My therapist would be proud. The thought reminds me of Doc and the voicemail I left earlier.

He has yet to call me back, but it’s only been a couple of hours. He is probably busy treating other patients. I glance at my phone just in case. No new messages or missed calls. The lock screen reminds me of my cell’s declining battery. I make a mental note to add “charger” to my growing shopping list.

A loud and abrupt knock startles me.

“Yes?” I call, hurrying over to the door.

“It’s just me,” says a voice.

I open the door to find Ruth standing in front of me.

“I thought you might want these,” she says, clutching a bundle of neatly folded clothing.

“Oh—wow.” I smile and accept the clothes. “Thank you so much!”

I don’t even have time to ask her whose they are before she disappears. Her light footsteps barely make a sound as she hurries down the hallway.

I think about asking her if there are any local restaurants that deliver, but ultimately decide against it. My surging appetite has all but vanished. I swing the door shut and look through the stack she gave me. There are multiple shirts and floor-length skirts that remind me of period costumes.

There’s also a clean set of pajamas—similarly old-fashioned in appearance—sitting on top. I opt to stay in my travel clothes for now. There is a bathroom next door, and I will likely want to shower soon.

I release a sigh and long for my lost luggage. Although I will not be here for too long, I always feel better after I unpack. In a makeshift attempt to trick my brain, I decide to hang up the clothes that Ruth gave me. Aside from the vintage armoire and dresser, the other storage option is a narrow chest of drawers shoved into the opposite corner. I choose the former, reopening its fragile doors with care. Then I remove one of the dusty hangers and wipe it off with a tissue.

I begin hanging the items while stealing glimpses of the other furniture.

A table lamp flickers on the nightstand before I adjust the bulb and search for a better source. With the privacy a closed door affords, I walk to the window and part the heavy curtains. A thin patina of dust escapes as I go, along with a bright splinter of overcast light. The particles hover around me before I swipe them away.

I peer out the window, hoping to survey the grounds. I was able to get a decent look at the front yard when I first arrived, so this is my first view of the back. But the weather obscures most of my vision, with raindrops peppering the glass as I peer down below.

I press my palm to the pane, bristling from the cold sensation and wishing I had my favorite sweater. A piece of me craves fresh air—something to sober me up and revive my diminishing energy level. I could stroll around the property and take in the scenery.

Instead of braving the cold, though, I turn my attention to my laptop. I’m still relieved that it wasn’t destroyed. There is a Wi-Fi signal, but I can’t join the network since it is password protected. I’ll have to ask Ruth for the code. Until then, though, the lack of internet connection might prove useful—nothing to distract me from my manuscript.

I open the document and get to work. I review the last scene I wrote, making a few minor changes as I go. Then I let my fingers fly across the keyboard before I can self-edit. Considering the fact that I wasn’t allowed anywhere near ghost stories as a kid, it’s a bit ironic that the manuscript I am writing now sits firmly in the thriller category. My father practically banned all books with any tell or mention of the supernatural. Of course, everything in that category only became forbidden fruit, tempting me like nothing else. So I sought out those tales whenever and wherever I could.

I spent summers covertly watching horror movies at friends’ houses, reading at the library after hours, and hiding novels under my bed. Forbidden lore turned into a childhood secret—probably the only one I ever kept from my parents. The memory is bittersweet as I sit inside my dad’s family home. How strange to be here without him… how strange to be here at all.

Everything from my youth feels foreign. That was long before my family died… long before I met Simon. Back when I had a real—and robust—social group. When I saw people other than my therapist on a regular basis. I miss that era of my life. In this moment, it’s impossibly far removed. Like something from a dream.

My elusive muse declines to make an appearance until long after my motivation has burnt out. I can’t say that I am surprised, though. What a cliché. Despite trying to give myself a little grace, I grow frustrated before slamming my laptop shut.

Maybe I just need some distance. A break from this manuscript. Perhaps a break from writing altogether? I exhale and push out my chair. Of course that’s not the answer. I have to write through the block—face the discomfort head-on.

The truth is, though, this story is clearly not working. There are too many subplots to track… too many loose ends to tie up. How am I going to fix this? Trying to answer that question is like looking directly at the sun. Too intense to stare at for more than a few seconds. Impossible to examine closely.


FIFTEEN


Well after dark, I am wide awake with racing thoughts. I still have not heard back from Doc’s office. I could really use a therapy session right now. My phone battery is dangerously low, and my stomach won’t stop grumbling.

I considered going downstairs for dinner. But the thought of enduring a meal under Ruth’s scrutiny and supervision ultimately deters me. I would prefer to eat—and be—alone for the time being. At least until I feel more comfortable in this place.

I check the time and assume that Ruth is asleep. I didn’t get to talk to her much earlier, but it is bone quiet in the house. I wonder where she sleeps—perhaps somewhere on the other side of the house. The mystery of her current location haunts me as I muster the courage to leave my room. Ruth’s presence is unnerving, and not knowing where she is only compounds my unease.

I turn the knob gently and push my door open. Then I tiptoe down the hallway as quietly as I can manage. The house is almost completely dark, with shadows lurking at every corner. I descend the stairs until the pitch-black landing swallows me whole.

I can barely see anything, much less find my way around without making a sound. I somehow make it to the kitchen without the help of my trusty phone light. Anything to conserve what little battery I have left. I feel the kitchen’s swing door with my fingertips and push it forward.

Once inside, I open the refrigerator as quietly as I can before searching the shelves for provisions. It’s stocked full. My eyes feast on an array of fresh fruits and vegetables. There are verdant pears, plum tomatoes, and grapes drenched in violet. I’m about to reach for an apple when I hear a voice.

“If you want something, you only need to ask.”

I whip around to see a pale-faced Ruth standing beside me. “Oh—sorry.” I laugh nervously, hoping to break the silence. “I didn’t want to bother you.”

“It’s no bother,” she says, moving closer.

“Okay.”

She pries open the fridge and reaches for a glass container. The fluorescent bulb throws light onto Ruth’s face in an eerie fashion before darkness consumes her once again. She hands the leftovers to me without another word.

“Thank you,” I say, wondering what exactly I am holding. It appears to be a dark mush dotted with green peas.

“Before I forget,” she says, reaching into a drawer. “This is for you.”

I reach out and accept a thick piece of paper from her.

“A copy of the house rules.”

Seriously?

“You can review it tonight,” she says.

I glance down at the sheet, but it’s too dark to read anything.

“Please abide by them at all times.”

“Will do,” I say, feeling exceedingly out of place.

She nods and turns to leave.

“Good night,” I call after her.

Ruth stops and turns around. “It’s supposed to snow tonight,” she says with a glimmer in her eye. “There’s an extra blanket in the trunk at the end of the bed.”

I wait for her to leave before I lift the lid. The smell alone makes me gag, but I don’t want to offend her. So I take a few tentative bites and end up tossing the rest. I make sure to clean the dish before looking for other food options.

Regrettably, a quick search inside the cabinets yields nothing more than a pack of saltines. I remove a few crackers to munch on upstairs. Then I exit the kitchen and head back to my room.

I am too tired to shower, and too anxious to fall asleep. Lying in a new bed—while wearing a kind stranger’s clothes—is enough to intensify my existing insomnia. I look at my phone in good faith, but my heart sinks when I realize that Doc still hasn’t called me back. Of course he hasn’t since I last checked—it’s late now. I clocked a landline in the kitchen, but the last thing I want to do is take a private call within earshot of Ruth.

I turn my phone over when a crash of thunder makes me jump. Ruth’s words hang in the air, reminding me about the potential storm brewing. I am supposed to meet with Frederick while I’m here. Weather permitting. My curtains are still closed, but I don’t feel the need to peer outside at this hour.

In an effort to distract myself from the weather, I scan the list that Ruth gave me. House Rules—a series of bolded rules printed onto a page of cardstock. As I read, I find them more amusing than anything else. Certain ones stand out more than others.

Shoes are to be removed upon entering the house

The east wing is off limits

Do not set foot in the basement

Do not walk on the lawn

I wonder what is so bad about the east wing. Honestly, the fact that it is marked “off limits” only makes me want to explore it more. The same goes for the basement. What might be hiding down below the house?

But the question departs when another clap of thunder echoes through the room. These unfamiliar surroundings pose a new threat to my quest for slumber. Trying to lull myself to sleep here is like wading into an icy ocean beneath a dark sky.

Chills snaking down my limbs, stiffness taking hold. A shock to the system. The challenge is both terrifying and uncharted, no matter how many times I have attempted it. I may be well acquainted with this struggle, but now I am met with an even stronger resistance.

I tread desperately and deliberately, moving further out into the unknown. I imagine giving myself over to the ocean… succumbing to the rhythm of the waves. Surrendering my awareness with ease. But it’s no use.

Dual emotions—ones I know well—flank me. They always seem to find me when I least expect it, shortly after I think I might have escaped them for good. Fear and paranoia, paranoia and fear. Each of them inflicts a different kind of abuse.

Fear is direct, forceful, unyielding. He often has me in a chokehold. Paranoia, on the other hand, is much more seductive in her approach.

“I’m here,” she whispers into my ear. Bittersweet nothings that promise to keep me safe. Therein lies her appeal, her allure. The assurance of protection is just a mirage, though. A lie intended to paralyze me. I turn over and try to shake her off.

Just like back home, nighttime is the worst. My body writhes around in the dark, yearning for sleep. Any state but this. Being awake for too long unravels and undoes. It unearths depths I cannot yet face… memories I forgot existed…

I spread my fingers apart in the blackness, wondering if perhaps I have disappeared already. If my thoughts tethered me to this place before, they no longer do. There is no anchor to hold me in place. I am unmoored.

It is as if every layer of me is peeled back—torn apart at the edges until my body comes undone. Reason crumbles with every flash of lightning, dissolves with every burst of thunder. As if a gust of wind might blow me away completely.


SIXTEEN


Despite my turbulent night, I spring out of bed the next morning. I feel edgy, restless, insatiable. I want to see more of the house—to explore its cracks and crevices. I want to see more of the grounds. I want to go outside and take in the fresh air. I want to go into town.

Unfortunately, my last desire will probably not come to fruition anytime soon. One glance out my window reminds me of all the previous weather warnings. The potential storm has become a very real and very full-blown snowstorm. Still, I hold out hope that it won’t last long. Especially since I also need to meet with Frederick and sign the required forms.

While I can deal with staying inside all day, it is hard to fathom the idea of being completely without access to my phone and laptop. The former is my lifeline, and the latter holds my evolving opus. Both devices are about to die. If nothing else, perhaps I can borrow a charger from Ruth.

Speaking of Ruth, our encounter in the kitchen still has me feeling edgy. After last night, I am hesitant to make any wrong moves. She is so particular about every single detail, and I can’t help but wonder if she is just waiting for me to mess up. Something about her demeanor sets off alarm bells in my head.

To my utter relief, there is no sign of Ruth upstairs. I take advantage of her absence by walking the length of the hall. Then I pause at the top of the staircase. As I retrace my steps, I recall the odd disparity I noticed between each side. To the left, the walls are covered with old photographs and family pictures.

I examine them up close, relishing the visual history in front of me. A series of black and whites depicts who I assume to be my father’s parents. Some frames hover around my eyeline, while others extend all the way up towards the ceiling. Sweet candid shots are juxtaposed with elegant formal portraits.

I stop to study one particular image of my grandparents holding a baby boy. My dad. I would recognize those eyes anywhere. Warm and familiar. When I was growing up, my parents barely displayed any photos around the house. They were minimalist when it came to decorating. I remember flipping through an album of my mother’s baby pictures, but I never saw any of my father’s. I tried to ask him about his childhood a few times, but he would always dole out vague answers or change the subject entirely. I still don’t understand why he kept everything hidden…

My gaze is eventually drawn to a different photo. This one is of a gorgeous woman who could be my grandmother, though I can’t be certain. Her dark eyes and obsidian hair are striking against her pale complexion. She is young—probably no older than thirty-five—in almost every single picture. I wonder if she died before reaching middle age. Another question for Ruth.

One more image catches my interest. This one is in color, containing the same people that were in the other picture—my grandparents and father—plus some strangers I do not recognize. Everyone is elegantly dressed, surrounded by what I suspect are Lunar New Year decorations.

The photograph is large enough for me to easily inspect each detail. I study my grandmother’s outfit—a sapphire blue cheongsam with a chic black wrap. I admire the delicate embroidery and let my gaze feast on her purple jade jewelry. Each piece is unique, carved into different sizes and shapes.

One of the banquet tables is covered in a celebratory spread. Platters of roast duck sit beside dishes piled high with dumplings and vegetables. Longevity noodles bring good luck, and vibrant fruits symbolize prosperity.

On one of the trays, I clock some of my favorite pastries: dan tat—an egg custard tart, baked bao—soft buns filled with meat, and lo bak go—a savory pan-fried cake. The mere sight of it all elicits a strong reaction. I am overcome by visions of old family holidays. A recollection of one particular celebration wriggles its way into my psyche before I shove it away. Not now. I turn away from the photo before my stare falls to the floor.

I look at a few more frames before wandering back towards the landing. As I go, I can’t help but feel a tug on my heart. This gallery wall is all about familial bonds. It makes me think of my parents, and snapshots of our time together. It reminds me of everything we shared over the years… the memories we made before they passed away. In this moment, I somehow miss them even more than I usually do.

Being mixed-race has given me a deeper appreciation for each of my heritages. It’s instilled values that I used to take for granted. Now, though, I embrace them with a full heart. They are treasures from my parents—precious vestiges left behind.

I am French on my mother’s side, and Chinese on my father’s. Hapa. My family chose to blend a wide range of traditions when I was growing up, drawing from each culture simultaneously. There were eclectic festivals and inimitable parties scattered throughout my childhood. Sentimental revelries peppered the years. Always something to look forward to—the high of every anticipatory thrill.

Even now, the excitement rushes through my veins. I can smell a fusion of home-cooked meals simmering in the kitchen… taste the bevy of delicious dishes we used to make together. I can practically hear the rich tones of layered laughter… feel the warmth hanging in the air.

The sensations are bittersweet. Equally significant pangs of gratitude and grief still flicker through me. Above all else, though, I am thankful for every recollection. My parents might be gone, but their memories live inside of me. I just wish I could say the same for my late grandfather and grandmother.

The other end of the hallway, unlike this one, is completely different. The right side contains a passage that leads to the forbidden east wing. Its walls are covered not in photographs, but in something else. I move closer and take a better look.

On this wall, every inch of space is accounted for. There are faded posters, colorful canvases, and timeworn art prints. Tiny objects hang between each one. Little knickknacks and trinkets—mementos, perhaps. These are the kind of items one might find in a cabinet of curiosity.

Foreign coins, exotic feathers, and swatches of silk. This wall makes me think of voyages from centuries past. Of an era when people would explore faraway lands, collecting treasures abroad then bringing them back to display. I wonder if my grandfather procured these items during a lifetime of international traveling. Or perhaps his mom and dad—my great-grandparents—were the original collectors.

I run my hand along the peeling paint, tracing an invisible line across my ancestors’ history. I want to learn more about them—their careers and passions… their accomplishments and mistakes. What were they like?

I am instantly pulled into the clutches of a forgotten memory. When I was younger, my parents and I visited Toronto during a balmy spring break. Our vacations were always punctuated with gallery visits and trips to heritage sites. I remember walking around the Royal Ontario Museum, completely awestruck. Dinosaur skeletons hovered overhead, hanging menacingly from the building’s grand vaulted ceilings. It was like stepping back in time, being swept into a different world.

I tipped my chin toward the sky, taking in the abundance of treasures around me. mysterious Etruscan artwork… commemorative totem poles… a large mural of Maitreya. Golden coins and ceremonial jade jewelry. Shark teeth and prehistoric fossils. The horrifying Torturer of Hell sculpture.

So many items were related to death and the afterlife. Elaborate Roman sarcophagi… Fayum mummy portraits depicting the deceased… Egyptian coffins decorated in brilliant shades and symbols. I wandered through the Bronze Age exhibit, pausing to stare at the giant stone ciborium in front of me. Its carvings symbolized immortality, and my naïve gaze traced the detailed palm branches and peacocks. As a child, I couldn’t even fathom the concept of eternity.

My eyes pull me back to the here and now. They wander around the space I currently find myself in, eventually landing on a substantial mahogany display case. It is surrounded by a set of shadow boxes in a similar wood finish. I peer inside, stiffening when I see the contents. Insects. Not just any insects—emerald-hued dragonflies and spiders the size of my fist.

My mouth runs dry as I examine the other boxes. There are pale brown moths and praying mantises. Monarch butterflies that look too vivid to be real, with their bright colors splashed across fragile pairs of pinned-down wings. Studying them up close makes me stiffen.

This entire portion of the wall is devoted to bugs—an exhibit that could easily be part of a science museum. I half expect to find glass jars of eyeballs and rodent organs around the corner. There is a story here, that’s for sure. Though my curiosity is piqued, I do not necessarily want to know more. At least not right now.

I shift my focus and continue down the hall. The ground creaks beneath my feet as I pause outside of a closed door. It’s locked. I briefly wonder what could be inside, but the idea is squashed when I find myself imagining what creatures might be lurking beyond the brass knob.

The rules Ruth gave me say that the east wing is off-limits, but they don’t mention anything about these rooms. I feel a pull to open them… to venture past these barriers. As if in a trance, I extend my arm and reach out.

Just then, my foot catches on the rug. I stumble forward, all but falling to the ground as I steady myself against the wall. I release a sigh and bend down to smooth the tassel. When I do, I notice something protruding from the wall near the baseboard. It’s a tiny door. What on earth?

It cannot be taller than a few inches. Maybe five, give or take. How did I not notice this before? The door’s small size makes it easy to miss from above, but now I can’t unsee it.

I squat down and take a closer look. No details are spared. The design is intricate, with etchings and carved symbols. There is even a tiny brass knob.

The whole thing reminds me of a mix between Wonderland and something far darker.

Like an enchanted passage into the unknown. It’s just strange enough to be fascinating. After a few seconds, I cannot resist turning the handle. Part of me expects it to open—releasing a flood of magic and light. But of course it’s locked.

“Excuse me.” A sudden voice steals my attention.

I look up to see Ruth standing over me.

“What do you think you’re doing?”

I try to quell my racing pulse. She really has a way of sneaking up on me.

Her stare hardens as I struggle to get up.

“I was just looking at this wall,” I say, gesturing above.

She regards me with an unreadable expression.

“Interesting assortment of… items,” I add, hoping that she might provide a backstory.

But Ruth remains silent.

“Was Mr. Lee—my grandfather—a collector of some sort?”

She glances at the wall and nods. “In a way.”

I wait for her to elaborate. She does not.

“Anyway,” I say, changing the subject. “I was thinking of going into town today.”

Ruth knits her brow together.

“I still need to replace my phone charger, and⁠—”

“I would advise against that,” Ruth says. “With the weather and all.”

I glance down at the window in the foyer, wondering if the storm intensified since I last checked.

“Oh—okay.” I bite my lip. “Do you have an extra charger I might be able to use for⁠—”

“I don’t use a cellphone,” she says plainly. “But there’s a landline in the kitchen.”

I nod. We stand in a solid silence until Ruth finally breaks it.

“Dinner will be served promptly at six,” she tells me. Then she turns on her heel and leaves me alone in the hall.

I brush off my jeans and try to regroup. I was not technically breaking any rules, but it feels like Ruth caught me committing a crime or something. This entire trip is a far cry from what I envisioned. I falsely assumed that I would have the place to myself. Time to write. Time to think. Time to sort everything out with the estate.

Technically, the property is my inheritance. This place is mine. How strange it sounds. Especially when I feel like nothing more than a guest in someone else’s home. An unwanted one at that.

I shake off the thought and decide to go back to my room. Maybe I can at least make a bit of progress on my manuscript before my laptop dies. Before I reach my door, though, I hear a foreign sound. A chime. I whip around to identify the source, but nothing sticks out. There it is again—a little chime. Almost like a ding. What is that?

I creep further down the hall, nearing the entrance to the mysterious east wing. Then I hear the sound again. Ding. This time, I notice a midsized cabinet on my right. It sounds like the noise is coming from inside.

I approach the cabinet and finger the knob. Will this be locked too? To my surprise, it isn’t. I pull on it until the door moves. Then I yank it open, bracing myself for what will be inside. But the cabinet is empty, save for a few hand towels.

I don’t understand. The sound definitely seemed like it was coming from in here. Am I imagining it? Maybe the eccentricity of this place is messing with my head. But just when I am about to give up my search, I hear it again. Ding.

I take a step closer. Then another one. Three counts of silence, and nothing more. Then it happens again. Ding. I move toward the noise without thinking, progressing until my face is pressed up against the entrance to the east wing.

These locked double doors stand guard, blocking everything prohibited. The place I am not supposed to enter—an enigmatic threshold I cannot cross. I wait in anticipation, holding my breath for what feels like minutes. But nothing happens. There are no sounds. No dings. No chimes.

The tiny hairs on my arms stand up straight as I try to figure out what to do next. What if Ruth comes back upstairs? I don’t want her to see me snooping. Who knows what she’ll do if she catches me in this position.

After waiting for a few more moments, I throw in the towel and head back towards my end of the hallway. More unnerved than I have been since arriving, I open the door to my temporary bedroom. Then I step inside and shut it tightly behind me.

Somehow, my phone is still holding a charge. But it continues to drop by the hour. My dwindling battery sends a pang of worry through me. I feel shut off… detached. Isolated.

Suddenly, the urge to look outside overtakes me. I need to maintain a semblance of connection, albeit a solely visual one. So I walk to the covered window on the other side of the bed and throw open the curtains. Then I draw in a deep breath. It’s beautiful.

Through the pane is a veritable winter wonderland. The storm has blanketed this entire property in layers of white. Frosted trees and dusted plants sit beside powdery sheets of snow. At first, the sight reminds me of childhood. Cozy weekends with my parents, local ski trips, and homemade hot chocolate. Delightful evenings spent by the fire. I let the fleeting memory warm me for a blissful minute.

But my nostalgia quickly turns sour. In an instant, I remember exactly where I am. Far from home. Alone. My reality comes back into focus, bringing with it a new level of unease.


SEVENTEEN


Dinner is served at six o’clock on the dot, just as Ruth promised.

“Can I help with anything?” I ask when I find her in the kitchen. She has the radio turned on, with local news coverage playing in the background.

“You can take a seat at the table.” She wipes a hand on her apron and gestures to the doorway.

“Okay,” I say. It’s obvious that she does not want me in here.

Before hurrying out of the room, though, I linger to catch part of the weather forecast.

“We are anticipating another major storm this evening,” the reporter says. “Right now, it will most likely hit the east coast around 7 p.m. Please proceed with caution, as hurricane-level winds are expected to batter Virginia and the surrounding states.” There’s a slight edge in her voice. “This is officially a severe weather warning, folks.”

My shoulders tense as the report sinks in. Another major storm. I walk into the dining room to see a long oval table. To my surprise, though, there are three place settings. I swallow hard and choose the chair on the far left.

“What would you like to drink?” Ruth calls from the kitchen.

“Water would be great—thank you!”

She comes in and sets a short glass down in front of me.

“Is someone joining us?” I ask her.

She cocks her head to the side. “Don’t be silly,” she says in a somber tone.

I glance around the table and notice that one of the seats has a sweater hanging over the back. It must be Ruth’s. But when she returns, she pours wine into the center glass instead.

“He never passes up an opportunity to imbibe,” she says contemptuously.

Okay, now I am really detecting Rebecca vibes. Why is she acting like my dead grandfather is about to eat with us? This is creepy.

“Lasagna and roasted vegetables.” Ruth hands me a heaped plate.

“Wow—this looks wonderful. Thank you.”

She nods and sits down in the chair opposite me. Then she stares expectantly in my direction.

Does she want me to take the first bite? “Oh, right,” I say, preparing to cut into the massive slice of lasagna. But no sooner do I lift my fork than she slaps my hand. I cry out—more from the shock than anything else.

“We didn’t say grace.” Her voice is stern, unyielding.

I am in disbelief. This is the second time Ruth has gotten physical. First, the piano confrontation, and now, this. Granted, she hasn’t exactly injured me. But that’s not really the point.

“I’ll do it then,” she says.

I listen as Ruth recites a prayer. Then I mutter amen when she glares at me from behind her tented fingers.

“Now, we may eat.”

I unfold a napkin and place it in my lap before taking my first bite. Ruth eats quietly and quickly, practically inhaling the food as she goes.

“So,” I say, attempting to initiate some sort of conversation. “How long did you work for my grandfather?”

“Quite a while.”

Her vague response hangs in the air until I ask another question.

“How did you come to work for him?”

“There was an ad in the paper.” She looks at me plainly. “I needed a job.”

“Was he living here when you first started?”

“Oh, yes.” She perks up considerably, almost glowing while speaking about the house. “As soon as I stepped through these doors, I knew this was the home for me. So this is the place I have always worked.” She gestures towards the walls, gazing at them with an ostensible reverence. “Your grandfather had only lived here for a short time before I moved in.”

“Did he live here alone?”

I immediately wonder about my grandma, but Ruth just shakes her head.

“So, who else⁠—”

“He purchased this home for your grandmother—a wedding gift, I believe.”

“That’s quite a gift,” I say.

“She was a difficult woman to impress.”

“Oh?”

She declines to elaborate.

I decide to shift topics. “I’m still curious about those objects upstairs—the feathers and… insects. Was he the one who collected all of them?”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

“He was fond of… eccentric things. Tchotchkes and whatnot. Besides, they weren’t for him. They were gifts.”

“For my grandma?”

“Your father.”

“How did he start⁠—”

“Despite what you might think, I didn’t know the inner workings of your grandfather’s brain.”

Okay, then. I definitely want to know more, but she seems reticent to oblige.

“So,” I say, taking advantage of the pause. “Did you know him? My father?”

Ruth stops eating. Then she makes a small sound and purses her lips. Is that a yes? I have no idea how to interpret her response. I guess I’ll have to try asking again later. Honestly, keeping this discussion alive is like pulling teeth.

I decide to let it go for now and focus on my meal instead. The lasagna is absolutely delicious, with a rich tomato sauce and broiled cheese that bubbles over the sides. The fact that I have barely eaten anything over the past couple of days only intensifies the flavor. To my delight, the vegetables are just as tasty. I slice into a roasted carrot and relish the combination of its sweetness mingling with flakes of sea salt.

“This is excellent, Ruth,” I say.

“I’m glad you like it.”

We sit in silence until I can barely take it anymore.

But before I can excuse myself, Ruth springs up from her seat. “That reminds me,” she says with a sparkle in her gaze. “I got something special.”

I watch her disappear into the kitchen and wonder what she’s referring to.

She eventually returns with a pink box tied in string. “Your grandfather’s favorite,” she says, opening it with care. A distinct aroma escapes immediately, infiltrating my nose with sweetness and memory. Bak tong gou—steamed white sugar cake. I would know that scent anywhere.

Ruth slides two small pieces onto a dessert plate and sets it in front of me.

“Thank you,” I say, reaching for a fork.

“My pleasure.”

I match Ruth’s smile, but I don’t tell her that it’s my favorite too. As I bite into the generously sized portion, I find comfort in knowing my grandfather loved this dessert as much as I do. Although I didn’t get to meet him, it is neat to have something in common. Food connects people in so many ways, and part of me can’t help but appreciate that bond.

Unfortunately, the warm feeling is short-lived.

Ruth doesn’t partake in dessert, opting instead to watch while I eat.

“Aren’t you going to have some too?”

“No. I’m full.” She plasters her stare to me and doesn’t look away.

In hopes of wrapping up this painful experience, I push out my chair and stand. “I can help you with the dishes⁠—”

Ruth slams her fist on the table.

What the hell?

“Have some respect!” she shouts as the porcelain dishes clink together.

“What is it?” I exclaim, not bothering to conceal my reaction.

“You didn’t even ask to be excused.” Ruth sneers at me.

Seriously?

“You have no manners. Were you raised by wolves?”

Okay, that’s it. “Look,” I say as politely as possible. “I would appreciate it if you didn’t speak to me that way.”

“And I would appreciate if you didn’t act like an insolent child,” she shoots back.

I part my lips to respond, but I am utterly lost for words. I have been struggling to find the right balance between deference and assertiveness, but the former is clearly overrated. Does Ruth realize that I own this house now? She must know—she has to. But she is obviously attached to the place. After all, she’s been working here for decades.

Ruth mutters something under her breath as I swallow back my comment. No matter how badly I want to, I can’t fire the woman. After all, this has been her home for the past several years.

“Ruth,” I say with a measured calm. “I understand that my grandfather did things a certain way, but he left this place to me.” My heart pounds in my chest as a heavy silence settles between us.

“I will work for Mr. Lee for the rest of my days,” she says decisively.

Her response is a little more than unsettling. What is she getting at? Clearly, I need to change my strategy. I have to take a different approach.

“I own the house now,” I say with as much confidence as I can muster.

Ruth doesn’t speak. Her expression remains motionless. But just when I am about to say something else, her porcelain face breaks into an eerie smile. She slides out of her chair and disappears into the kitchen before clearing the table. I guess dinner is officially over.

Vicious wind howls beyond the window as I hug my knees to my chest. The bedroom door is locked, though it fails to provide me with the sense of security I was hoping for. Ruth’s grin is still plastered to the forefront of my mind. Although hours have passed since our tense exchange, I feel even more anxious than I did before.

It is not lost on me that I am literally trapped here. Quite the opposite. My current reality—being stuck inside with a stranger—has my every nerve on high alert. I am at the mercy of this storm. Just like the taxi driver warned, it might be the worst weather Virginia has had in ages.

I stare out the window, the glass frozen beneath my fingertips. As much as I lament my living situation back in Boston, I would give anything to be home right now. I miss it all—the leaky faucets, dingy carpeting, and paper-thin walls. Compared to this, that sounds like a dream.

I hear a faint set of footsteps coming from the hall. They grow louder with each second, threatening any chance I had of staying calm. What is Ruth doing? My gaze is glued to the narrow space beneath my doorway.

A shadow appears for a few moments, lingering directly in front of my room. What does she want? I steady myself, bracing for a knock. But it never comes. Instead, she hums a lullaby.

Rock-a-bye baby on the tree top… When the wind blows, the cradle will rock…

The popular song sweeps me back to childhood. Did my parents sing it to me when I was a toddler? Or did I just hear it somewhere else?

When the bough breaks, the cradle will fall… And down will come baby, cradle and all…

The words, although intended to be sweet and soothing, have always creeped me out. Ruth’s shadow grows as she begins to hum another tune—something I don’t recognize. I stay firmly in place, transfixed by the mysterious song.

The sound stretches on, melodic and eerie at the same time. It’s chilling. Ruth’s presence vanishes as swiftly as it emerged, disappearing before my very eyes. Then her footsteps dwindle in a slow fade.

My mind fixates on the lyrics of “Rock-a-bye Baby.” Ruth’s voice rings through my head. The words—perilous and menacing—hang over me while I try to swat them away. Despite my attempts, they return with a vengeance. When the bough breaks, the cradle will fall…

As if someone cranked up an invisible dial, the song blares in my head. This continues until I feel a familiar sensation. A tightness in my chest… a crippling stiffness trailing down my spine. But just when I think I can’t take it anymore, a recollection whisks me away to the past. To an otherwise mundane experience that quickly turned into a core memory. Right now, it’s vivid enough to make me feel like I am reliving it in real time.

It’s a late Thursday afternoon, and Simon has his left arm around me. A whirl of color floods my vision as music plays from the overhead speakers. We have just walked into our favorite gallery—a place known for its eclectic mix of art.

Although most museums present pieces according to style and period, this one adheres to no such guidelines. Screw convention. While strolling down the narrow halls, you might come across items from a number of different categories. Perhaps a collection of Ming dynasty coins displayed near street graffiti, or modern mixed-media sculptures sitting beside replicas of ancient Greek fountains.

Simon and I had our second date here, so returning to this spot feels especially nostalgic. We wander through the space together, taking in several juxtaposed works of art. Landscapes and urban photographs suspended in ornate gilded frames. Monets and Picassos hung opposite Basquiats and Banksys.

We continue on until we end up inside an empty room at the edge of the museum. We’re standing amid European Renaissance portraits and renderings of lavish, centuries-old buildings. Simon motions to one of the pieces, holding his hand out dramatically like the man in the painting. I break into a laugh before accepting.

He pulls me close and spins me around. Then we start to dance, swaying gently as Simon hums a song in my ear. Our song. It is the kind of thing I would have previously turned my nose up at. Trite, yes. But it’s also sweet.

“Dream a Little Dream of Me.” Something about Simon dampens the cynic in me. I have a newfound soft spot for cheesy gestures and romantic notes.

Just when I think I have gotten used to his style, something catches me off guard. What happens next shocks me in every sense of the word. There, in the middle of our makeshift dance floor, he drops down to one knee. It takes me a moment to fully register what’s happening. As soon as I do, I clasp a palm to my mouth.

“Wren Amanda Lee,” Simon says. “Will you spend the rest of your life with me?”

I nod as a massive grin overtakes my face. “Yes.”

He slides the ring onto my finger before standing up to kiss me. I throw my arms around Simon, inhaling the fresh cedar scent on his shirt collar.

“Si,” I say after he kisses me again. “It’s stunning.”

“It reminded me of that shooting star we saw on our road trip,” he whispers into my ear.

I glance down at the diamond, marveling as it twinkles beneath the lowlights. Part of me is almost disappointed at the rush I feel—disgusted with myself for being one of those people. The ones I used to laugh at for wanting a picturesque proposal… for craving a shiny object on their finger. I deemed them superficial, cliché. But I think I understand it now—that desire for more. I get it.

This moment is not shallow or trivial. Quite the opposite. It’s a memory and memento rolled into one. Something to mark this new milestone. As I look at Simon, eyes heavy with love and pride, I can’t help but give into the heady sensation running through my core. I let it spread until my entire body is buzzing with excitement.

The memory ends as abruptly as it began. I clutch my chest, inhaling sharply as my surroundings come back into focus. Fleeting joy fades to gloom and surprise morphs into dread. Cold, stark reality bites at my heels. When the memory disappears entirely, I am left with nothing but the truth.


EIGHTEEN


Once again, I am thrown back into the chaos of that night. The night of the incident. The greatest night of my life turned into the worst thing that’s ever happened to me. I only remember fragments. Pieces that splinter and stab the more I resist. Each shard wedges into me like a knife. In the throes of dread and fear, I succumb to the memories…

The good: the look on Simon’s face as he dropped down on one knee. The sound of everything fading as he asked me to marry him. The diamond refracting overhead lights into a million bits and pieces. The rush as he slid the ring onto my finger.

The bad: a rawness in my throat. An unmatched anger taking hold of my chest. A rage I can still taste. I remember us screaming over each other until my voice nearly gave out. I remember grabbing at his throat. But I have no idea what we were talking about—no clue what we were fighting about.

Simon refuses to tell me, no matter how many times I beg him to help me remember. I may only have these fragments, but they are enough to know that something major happened between us. Something awful. Right now, I would give anything to find out the truth. But Simon doesn’t like to talk about that night.

I was right to come here. If I was still back in Boston, it would be far too easy to resume our evening meet-ups. He can’t find me now, and I can’t find him.

After the blacked-out period, the rest of my memories are intense. I remember the blinding blur of oncoming headlights. Swerving to try to avoid them. The impact. I remember waking up, wincing from the pain. Putting a hand to my head and staring at the blood.

Hours passed before anyone found us. I was trapped beneath the pile of rubble. I couldn’t even undo my seatbelt. I must have passed out from the shock… or maybe it was from the loss of blood.

The next thing I recall is coming to in the darkness. My body felt like ice. I recall the tinny sound of the sirens as an ambulance arrived. The panicked voices swarming around me, the machinery blaring in my eardrums.

My body being strapped to a stretcher once the paramedics lifted me from the dirt. One hovered a flashlight over my eyes, willing me to respond. Can you hear me? he asked. Can you speak? I heard them asking Simon the same thing.

That day marked a turning point in my life. Severed it into two—before and after. Colors dulled, sounds hushed, and flavors lost their sharpness. I felt numb, paralyzed by the shock of it all. My insomnia began once reality sunk in even further.

While my nights are difficult to begin with, the events of the past few days have compounded everything. From learning about my deceased grandparents and inheritance to nearly being hit by a car at the airport, it’s all just too much. I want to jettison everything. I need to forget about the incident, even for just a few minutes. I want to get out of my own head. To flip some elusive, inaccessible switch. As always, though, it is impossible to find.

I crash into bed, certain that I will finally be able to sleep out of sheer exhaustion. My weak body sinks into the mattress as I pull the duvet up to my shoulders. I am so tired and overwhelmed that I can barely concentrate, much less think. I almost forget to set my alarm. Given my ongoing insomnia, the habit almost seems trivial. What’s the point?

In good faith, I manage to schedule it before dropping my phone onto the nightstand beside me. Then I roll over and succumb to the early sensations of slumber. I try to, at least. The recollection is still too fresh—too slick. It digs its claws into me as the storm rages outside. Ample time elapses as my struggle increases. The minutes pass, morphing into hours of nothingness. Tossing and turning to no end.

In a spell of frustration, I storm across the room and pry open my purse. Then I rifle around in the dark until my hands are clutching a crinkled paper bag. The drugstore prescription I so reluctantly picked up. I tear it open, securing the orange bottle and twisting off its thick lid.

Pills rattle around as I shake one onto my open palm. White and milky in color, the medicine stands out despite the low light. I recap the container before slamming it down on the dresser. Then I bring my hand to my mouth, practically inhaling Remelda as I go.

I dry swallow before I can stop myself. No hesitation. No second-guessing my decision. I am desperate for any sort of escape. I need relief, and I need it now.

There is a key dangling around my neck. Small and gilded, it sways back and forth with every move I make. Its weight—though barely heavier than a coin—grounds me with each step. I leave my room and walk down the narrow hall. Then I approach the door. The miniature one that reminds me of a fairy tale.

I bend down and lie on the floor, scooting closer until my face is mere inches from it. Then I remove the key from my neck. It’s so small against my palm that it almost disappears. I insert it carefully into the lock, turning until the door cracks open.

I push it forward, intrigued by what might be inside. A storybook scene? A tiny village? My mind conjures up enchanting images as I look in. But there is only darkness. A pitch black interior devoid of life.

Still, I marvel at the space. A little world in the midst of this house. How strange. Just then, a hand shoots out of the doorway and grabs me. It’s bony and white with a freakishly strong grip. Let me go, I scream. Let me go!

I wake up gasping for breath. A nightmare. It was just a nightmare. The realization crashes over me like a wave. Still, I find myself looking around for a key. I reach across my neck as if it might be dangling from that thick crimson cord.

Having a nightmare feels just as disorienting as sleeping does. I have forgotten what it feels like. To truly rest—to pass hours in an unconscious state. When you have insomnia, time moves differently. Being awake for days on end hijacks your nervous system.

Bright light shoots through the curtains, blinding me before I flip over. Everything is cast in a strange tint. The world spins differently, rotates in an entirely new direction. I feel light and heavy at the same time. It is as if my body is glued to the mattress, sewn into the sheets surrounding me.

I glance at the time—ten in the morning. It takes a moment for awareness to fully set in. I slept. I really slept. The sensation is foreign, so distant that it’s unnerving. I have essentially become accustomed to existing in a sleep-deprived state these past several months.

As jarring as my dream was, it is nothing compared to the agony of a miserable night. If this is the worst side effect, I will gladly take Remelda again and again.

It feels as though I have just resurfaced. My senses are heightened. Colors take on a warmer hue. Sounds are sharper, lights more vivid. The day promises something better. Everything tangible is more brilliant and intense.

Throughout the morning, reality sinks in further. Did I actually sleep? Yes. Was it a trick? Of course not. A gentle smile—equal parts surprise and relief—creeps across my lips. I let out a breath for the first time in a long, long while.

An abundance of plot ideas suddenly takes hold. In fact, I can barely think about anything besides my manuscript. The grip to create clutches me fiercely. I might as well get some writing done. With this storm still casing the house in a straitjacket of snow, there is not much else to do.

My motivation fuels me until the afternoon. No coffee, no breakfast. Inspiration is the only sustenance I need. The words practically spill out of me, bursting wildly onto the digital page. I can barely keep pace with the sentences as they form. Paragraphs become passages and chapters. Soon, I am staring at a significant chunk of story. Something I can really be proud of.

Pride: another foreign sensation. Anything to make me feel like I am actually working towards my goal. Even writing a line that doesn’t immediately make me want to rip my hair out is a major feat at this point. The bar is low, folks. Dangerously low. So low I could trip over it.

After finishing another section, I save my work and power down my laptop. At most, the battery has one more brief session left in it. I will need to write the rest by hand. The thought of transferring the remainder of my ideas onto physical paper stalls my excitement. I hope it doesn’t come to that, especially since I plan to be gone in a few days.

I glance around the room and hear my stomach grumble. Time to eat. I push out my chair and throw on one of the sweaters Ruth gave me. Scratchy wool scrapes against my neck as I pull it over my head. I would rather wear anything else, but my travel clothes have just about reached their limit.

I haven’t seen Ruth since yesterday. We had another awkward run-in after dinner, where I attempted to extend an olive branch. I even asked about her background—when she started working here and what drew her to this house in particular. Unsurprisingly, though, she was tight-lipped about the subject. All she told me was that this is her true home. It is almost like she feels entitled to the place, like it’s just as much hers as it is mine.

Bristling at the thought of seeing her again, I waver briefly before opening my bedroom door and stepping into the hall. There is no sign of her. Relieved, I make my way toward the grand staircase.

As I go, the miniature door derails my train of thought. The sight of it brings me back to my nightmare—the dream that felt so incredibly real. I can’t help but take a detour to examine it up close. But as I bend down to study it further, something stops me.

A familiar sound emanates from further down the hall. Ding. I turn, instantly drawn into the mystery that plagued me before. The chime. What is that? I need to know what it is…

Before long, I find myself in a similar position to the one I assumed last time. I hover my ear near the locked double doors guarding the east wing. Ding. I move my face even closer until my left cheek is pressed against the wood. Silence.

“What are you doing?”

I whip around to see Ruth standing right behind me. I gasp, wondering how on earth she manages to get around so quietly.

“The east wing is off-limits.” Ruth fixes an icy stare directly on me.

“Right—I know, but⁠—”

“I ought to lock you up for misbehaving,” she says.

“There’s a weird sound coming from behind the doors,” I counter, shaking off her severe reaction. “I just want to know what it is.”

“You should be punished.”

What the hell? “You can’t be serious.”

She doesn’t even respond.

Okay, that’s it. I have tried to be cordial. But enough is enough. “Ruth, you⁠—”

“Punished!” she says louder.

“What is your problem?” I demand, not bothering to conceal the rising anger in my voice.

Ruth is silent.

“Why is the east wing forbidden?”

But she just glares at me through those long, sparse lashes, refusing to speak another word.

“What’s behind those doors, Ruth?”

There it is again. That eerie smile. Before I can ask another question, though, Ruth steps forward. What is she doing? The woman is several inches shorter and several years older than me. She poses no physical threat, but I remain frozen in fear. Why am I so terrified of her? And why on earth would my grandfather have employed such a strange person?

Ruth moves even closer. So close that the gap between us all but disappears. Then she looks straight into my eyes, dark gaze penetrating my own. Forget Rebecca. I feel like I’m trapped inside the pages of Misery.


NINETEEN


Although I was worried about running into Ruth this afternoon, my hesitation’s intensity has skyrocketed to new heights. Nighttime holds a different level of paranoia. It is all I can think about. I do not even want to leave my room.

Choosing to forgo dinner seems like the wisest choice here. Although my head agrees with that chain of logic, my stomach remains unconvinced. I wince at the hunger pangs running through my gut. Each one gives me pause, causing me to reconsider before overriding the sensations once again.

What does Ruth actually want? Is it just the house, or is it something more? I cannot shake the idea that I had earlier—the one about her feeling a strong sense of entitlement. It really does come across like she owns this place. Maybe in her mind, all these years of work and dedication render her the property’s true owner.

I glance at my phone and sigh. I have been keeping it on airplane mode in an effort to conserve battery, but I decide to switch it off one last time. If Doc did call me back, at least I will be able to listen to the message before my battery runs out.

I think about calling Frederick. Perhaps he can shed some light on Ruth’s antics. I wonder how many times he has been on the receiving end of her less-than-pleasant demeanor. I definitely did not anticipate having so much trouble reaching him, so we did not specify an exact time to meet. I was just supposed to reach out to Frederick once I arrived.

I dial his number, but the call doesn’t even go through. Reception here is spotty at best. There is barely one bar in the upper right-hand corner of my screen, and although an encrypted Wi-Fi network popped up earlier, there are no longer any available networks to log into. I lift my cell and wave it around the room in an attempt to find better connectivity.

My breath hitches as I feel a vibration. But no sooner do I glance at the screen than my phone dies. Shit. Was it a text? A message from my therapist? There is no way to know for sure. I memorized Doc’s office number just in case, but it does not change the fact that I don’t want to speak to him on the landline. What if Ruth listens in? Even if the kitchen is clear, that does not guarantee anything. She could easily pick up the receiver in another room and eavesdrop. The thought sends a chill through me.

Even if I wanted to sell this place immediately, I would have to tell Frederick specifically. But what if Ruth overheard our conversation? What measures would she take to keep the property in its current state? Drastic ones, I assume.

With my phone completely dead, I have no way of contacting anyone. I am even more isolated than I was before. I begin to feel suffocated… trapped. It’s like the room is closing in on me. What is it about this place? This house? This woman? Being here—in such an unfamiliar setting—is starting to unravel me.

I have the feeling that these walls harbor secrets darker than my own. The thought claws its way into my psyche, wrecking any chance of a moderately peaceful evening. I feel the tension twisting across my limbs… the anxiety winding its way down the length of my body. Doubt dredges up memories from the worst night of my life. Another flashback takes hold as I lie in the darkness.

Just like that, I am back in the car again. Red lights flash before my vision fades to black. Darkness. Obscurity. Nothingness. I feel the energy draining from my body, with every sensation dimming as I lose consciousness.

My heart thuds against my chest in the confines of this strange room. I gasp for air, choking on heaps of darkness as I cry out. Then the recollection loses its grip. I somehow return, coming back into my body. Back into this space.

Just like last time, I remember more than I want to. Then there’s a swift break, a splice in the footage. On the other side lives my deepest fear. You were gone for a few minutes, the doctor told me before I was discharged. Consider yourself lucky.

I dove headfirst down a rabbit hole after that, researching near-death experiences late into the night. Reading accounts of people who had nearly crossed over. Unfortunately, I ended up stumbling upon much more than I wanted to. I even found out about a rare condition called Cotard’s syndrome, where living people believe they are dead.

Once you have been to the other side, everything changes. It is impossible to take comfort in simple pleasures or previous routines. The familiar is permanently altered. There is no going back. At least not for me.

I have been suffering from anxiety attacks and bouts of panic ever since. As far-fetched as it sounds, I can’t shake the feeling that I have a target on my back. That death is after me. When that car nearly hit me at the airport, it only intensified my suspicion. That was not the only close call I’ve had since the incident. Far from it.

I have heard accounts detailing the wave of calm that washes over people once they die. A transcendent encounter with the divine. Many say that it changes them for the better—that it helps put unnecessary worries into perspective. It made me feel safe, one person wrote.

But the thing is, I did not have that experience. There was no bright light, no warmth to swathe me in security upon arrival. Nothing ethereal or angelical. No ancestors or loved ones to greet me as I began to cross over.

There was only darkness. Stillness. A silent void, gripping me like a clenched fist. Those few minutes might as well have been a few days. It felt like an eternity to me.

It is relatively easy to find solace in near-death experiences when you haven’t had one yourself. To convince yourself that you will fall into the majority… that you too will be cradled in peace and delight. I used to think that. Not anymore, though. I know what really happens after you die. I know the truth.

Doc is the only person I have discussed the incident with in great depth. I still hate talking about it, though. I don’t even like to think about the details. Nonetheless, the mark it left is indelible—unavoidable. So I try to at least open up to my therapist and take comfort in the inherent confidentiality component. But even I do not know the full story. Not the real one, anyway.

The end of my flashback catapults me straight into the confines of this room. Most of my memory remains vivid… so intense that I can taste it. As always, it’s far too easy to slip into the folds of lost time. Once again, I am desperate to escape.

My plan to forgo the medication tonight did not last long. I didn’t account for another flashback. A brutal one at that. Right now, I do not want to remember any of it. I need to forget. I don’t even want to be awake. I need to sleep. So I walk to the dresser, take my pill, and say a little prayer.

In my dream, I am standing back in the hallway once again. I stare at the double doors—mesmeric, knobs shining in the dim light. They draw me in, enticing me to come inside. I feel a pull beyond comprehension. One that defies all else.

I approach the doors and try to open them. My expectant fingers grip and push, but they do not budge an inch. The brass knob jiggles up and down, side-to-side. But it’s no use. I cannot get in. They’re locked.

Still, I keep going. What is behind these doors? The mystery swells, urging me to try harder—to push further. So I do. I spend what feels like an hour trying everything I can think of. My desperation and frustration increase in tandem, growing exponentially after several failed attempts.

Then there’s a scratching sound that reminds me of nails on a chalkboard. I grit my teeth before realizing that it’s me—I’m the one making the noise. My hands bleed as I continue scratching at the door. I need to get in. I need to see what’s inside.

Nothing. Regardless, I keep trying. The blood trails down my palms. Scarlet drops stain my wrists like a tattoo. Splinters prick my skin. I suck my finger, wincing at the sting. The tinny taste lingers in my mouth as I shift gears.

I remove a bobby pin from my pocket. Then I begin to pick the lock. It takes a long time—too long. I glance over my shoulder nervously as I go. What if I get caught? What if she sees me?

Before the fear forces me to stop, I hear a click. My shoulders jump in surprise. It worked. I remove the bobby pin and turn the knob once more. Slowly, gently, ever so quietly, I push. Then the door flings open.


TWENTY


When I wake, my mind is still trapped in the midst of another nightmare. I swallow a burgeoning scream as I remind myself that it isn’t real. None of this is real. I check my hands for splinters and cuts, sensing twinges of phantom pain.

What happened? I feel hungover, disoriented. Even more so than the day before. Bit by bit, the events from last night resurface. My flashback. It scared me so much that I took Remelda again. Perhaps nightmares are a side effect from the medication.

As the morning progresses, residue from my nightmare lingers in the air. It’s still fresh, palpable. I can barely fathom how real it seemed. I glance around the room until my eyes land on the telltale pill bottle. Torn between a restless night and another daunting dream, I am more conflicted than ever.

I throw off the covers and resolve to delay my decision for now. My neck is stiff from stress—a bundle of tightness and tension. I roll my head from left to right, then I stretch out my shoulders. The circuit of knots loosens a bit, but not enough for me to feel even marginally relaxed.

I walk over to the window to see what the weather is like today. After splitting the curtains apart, I squint as harsh white light shoots through. The winter wonderland scene I saw last time has evolved into a starker outpouring of more snow. I am about to look away when I see something move down below.

Someone is walking in the front yard. What on earth? I have to do a double take to make sure I am not conjuring up a mirage. But sure enough, there is a trail of footprints in the person’s wake. Another look confirms that the figure is Ruth. What is she doing?

She is so bundled up that I can barely make out her face. It’s definitely her, though. Once I get over the surprise of seeing her venture outside in this climate, I shift gears. It dawns on me that I should capitalize on this rare moment.

Right now, I am the only one inside. I don’t have to worry about her spying from afar or sneaking up on me. A hundred competing desires grip me at once, but my hunger ultimately wins out. I am beyond starving at this point.

Within the guardrails of an empty house, I decide to shoot my shot. I open my door and stride down the hall until I reach the staircase. As I turn to descend the steps, I can’t help but glance at the ever-intriguing set of double doors. They hold such mystery—so much pull. As tempting as it is to try to re-enact part of my dream and pick the lock, I decide against it.

I almost think I see faint scratch marks on the wood before I pry my stare away, but it’s impossible to tell from this angle. I really must be imagining things. The utter silence on the first floor is only somewhat comforting. After all, Ruth has a penchant for moving around without making so much as a peep.

I make my way to the kitchen and beeline for the cupboards. Then I search for something—anything—that I can munch on from the safety of my bedroom. I grab a box of crackers, a can of olives, and some pretzels. A glance around the fridge yields some stone fruit and a bottle of water.

With my provisions in tow, I leave the kitchen and pass through the living room. Given the circumstances, I haven’t had many chances to study this level. As curious as I am, though, I cannot waste time examining the novelties of this property. My original plan was simply to grab as much food as I could before hightailing it back to my bedroom. I should probably stick to that.

Still, the corners and crevices of this house have an unmatched gravity. They whisper my name, daring me to explore them. On the left side of the patio door are two arched windows with drooping sills. They gape intently, stacked above a narrow pane that reminds me of a glass frown.

The entire arrangement gives me the sense that this place is watching me. Clocking my every move… waiting. Warning me. As soon as this storm ends, I am leaving on the first flight out.

Before I return to the foyer, I steal a quick view of the backyard. Dregs of light leak in through the edges of a thick pair of curtains. Maroon velvet, they cover a moderately sized window from edge to edge. I part them with my right hand, releasing another patina of dust as I go. When was the last time these were opened? It feels as if the room has been without sunshine for centuries.

I think I see a garden on the far side of the property. Obviously, nothing is in bloom at the moment—no rose bushes or fluffy hydrangeas. I bet the flowers look beautiful in the spring, although it’s difficult to imagine anything that doesn’t scream decline. Right now, it’s all I can focus on.

The leafless trees cut into each other like knives. Their sharp branches are tangled, jumbled together so tightly that they almost form a wall. Something to keep visitors out. Or in. A closer look makes me think that the latter holds true.

As I scan the wintry grounds, I am struck by how morbid everything feels. Winter intensifies an already decaying landscape. Freezing temperatures have killed off the flora lining this property, and everything seems to be decomposing before my very eyes.

On the other side of the yard, a series of tiny mounds peeks out from beneath a generous heap of snow. What are they? Perhaps some shrubs or other plants. I lean in and narrow my eyes. I can almost make out a rock of some sort—smooth and rounded at the edges. Is that a tombstone?

“Looking at the graves?”

Shit.

I reel around to see Ruth standing behind me. She has been sneaking up on me so much that the shock should have lost its effect by now. I am honestly surprised that my jumpiness hasn’t worn off—not even a bit.

“Your ancestors are all buried there,” she says, her stare penetrating my own. Her gray hair is piled high into a bun, and she has removed the bulky coat I saw her wearing outside.

I am still shaken from our last encounter. But Ruth doesn’t seem fazed in the slightest. In fact, she’s acting like nothing happened at all.

I steal another glimpse of the yard. “Is my… grandfather there as well?”

Ruth nods. “All descendants are supposed to be buried on that plot,” she says.

My mouth goes dry.

“Now they’ll have to find a spot for you, too.”

I open my mouth to respond, but I am lost for words. The only thing I can think about is retreating to my room.

Ruth’s gaze lands on the pile of snacks in my arms.

“I—I was just hungry,” I say. “I’m going to eat these upstairs.”

She raises a sparse eyebrow, but doesn’t say anything.

I excuse myself and try to conceal the audible thumping of my heart as I move past her.

She begins humming that tune again—the one I didn’t recognize. Mysterious and haunting.

“What is that song?” The words fly out of my mouth before I can stop them.

She stops suddenly.

“I heard you humming it earlier,” I say.

“Bíum, bíum, bambaló.” The left corner of her lips lifts ever so slightly. “It’s an Icelandic lullaby.”

My brow knits together before she elaborates.

“It’s about a monster at the window.”

“A monster?”

Ruth nods.

I meet her answer with silence.

“My mother used to sing it to me,” she goes on. “It keeps children in their beds at night.”

I can’t help but shudder. How creepy. Compared to this fear-inducing song, “Rock-a-bye Baby” is a comforting dream.

After racing up the steps, I approach my door. I turn the knob, wincing as the hinges let out a shrill creak. Then I pause in the entryway. My fingers grip the food even tighter than before as I drink in the sight of it.

Although I have spent a few nights here, the space seems different somehow. As if someone else stepped inside while I was gone. I shake my head and close the door behind me. I need to rid myself of this paranoia. I’m really starting to lose it.


TWENTY-ONE


The next several hours drag on like molasses. Waiting out this storm is proving to be more difficult than I thought. I feel itchy and restless. Edgy. Ever since I saw those tombstones, they are all I can think about.

I feel a strange energy… a mesmeric pull. It coils around me like a serpent. Travels up my spine, turns my head, fixes my stare upon the far wall. It urges me to leave the room—to explore more of the house. But I won’t budge.

The voices grow louder. I swear, it’s like the ghosts of my unknown past are speaking to me. I beg them to leave me alone. But still, they whisper. Strong and shrill… getting bolder and more threatening. I cannot escape them.

It has been a while since I left a message for Doc. I am sure he has called back by now. Hasn’t he? My return flight leaves in just a few days’ time, and I do not plan on missing that trip. Then I will be able to settle back into my routine and resume my therapy sessions.

If only my battery was still alive. I pick up the useless cellphone on my nightstand and sigh. What would Doc say if he could see me now? Would he believe me? What would he do if he was here?

The questions only serve to intensify my anxiety. After writhing around for the better part of an hour, I fling myself out of bed and pace over to the dresser. Then I rifle through my bag until I find what I am looking for. I dry swallow a pill without hesitation, then I lie back down and wait for the medicine to kick in.

I am digging. Searching through the ice, the mud, the dirt. Digging until I unearth what I need. My hands are numb—completely lost to the cold. I keep digging, clearing fistfuls of slush as I go. My body trembles from the freezing temperatures, but my focus is solely fixed on the mound in front of me.

I stop when my fingers hit something. A container: hard, flat, and wooden. I stare at it in the low light, examining what I have just come across. Then I reach out and knock twice. The next thing I know, I am plummeting forward—falling headfirst into an open coffin.

The door slams shut before I can climb back out. I am sealed in total darkness… a pitch-black void of my own making. No one will find me now. How can they? I am trapped.

I hear the ground moving above. The dirt and mud tumble back into place. The earth begins to reseal itself like a mended wound. I cry out desperately. Help! Help me! But layers of snow swallow the sound. My screams are lost to the abyss.

I wake up with a jolt, grabbing fistfuls of sheets as I gasp for air. My body is frozen, shaking beneath the comforter and numerous layers of quilts I piled on before falling asleep. Another nightmare. Awareness hits me hard as I try to steady my breath.

Just a nightmare. Only a bad dream. I repeat those words aloud, comforting myself with the truth. But not a single shred of relief cycles through me.

Before this one, nightmares had all but lost their effect on me. I have seen things so dark that little else can evoke the same level of emotion. But there is something about this place… this house. My current reality manages to scare me in an entirely new way.

Sometimes, I have nightmares so vivid that they feel like memories. Visceral moments that turn into recollections, permanently inked into my psyche. Maybe that’s what is happening to me again.

I have had intense dreams before, but this one felt different. A new brand of chilling. It remains as the room comes back into focus. I try to shake it off, telling myself that the freshness will fade. But it lingers long after I wake, creeping into my morning like an arachnid.

As the day goes on, the weight of that gravesite still hangs over me. I can’t forget about what Ruth said. All descendants are supposed to be buried on that plot. Now they’ll have to find a spot for you, too.

I decide to write in an effort to distract myself. To release the fears inside of me—to turn them into something else. I climb out of bed and walk to the dresser. After opening my bag, I reach for the spiralbound notebook I brought with me.

My stomach drops. This is the first time I have looked at my hands this morning. I notice something strange about them. There is dirt beneath my nails. Not just grime—full-on dirt. I release the notebook and examine my nails up close.

My breath grows ragged as I scrape out the dirt. No—no, it can’t be. Did I sleepwalk last night? There’s no way. I took Remelda again yesterday, and the medicine helped me rest the previous night. At least I thought it did. Unless…

I glance down at my feet, scared to take a clearer look. My toes are nearly white from the cold. I flip my left foot over and inhale sharply when I see the dark remnants—mud and dirt. So I did sleepwalk? I can barely grasp the notion.

If it wasn’t for the evidence staring me straight in the face, I would not believe it. I thought for sure my bout of sleepwalking was over. Clearly, I was wrong. Does that mean that my dream about the double doors was real as well?

Obviously, I didn’t get trapped in a coffin. But I must have gone into the backyard and walked around. What did I do out there? The thought of going outside in the middle of the night in these temperatures is unfathomable.

With Remelda in my system, it’s like some sort of alter ego takes over when I sleep. A part of me that refuses to be governed by fear. A piece without inhibitions. Or at least one that possesses enough curiosity and courage to override them.

Did Ruth see me? Does she realize what I did? The lack of answers is infuriating. Until I can leave the house, I don’t want to leave this room. So I creep back under the covers and pull the quilt up to my neck.


TWENTY-TWO


I wake up in total darkness. What time is it? I reach for my phone before remembering that it already died. A glance outside tells me that it is night. Where did the rest of the day go?

I must have fallen back to sleep.

I have no idea how many hours I logged, but my entire body is heavy with fatigue. It feels like I did not even rest at all. I side-eye the half-empty water bottle on my dresser. I don’t want to leave this spot, but I need to use the restroom. Badly.

The bathroom is only a few doors down, but it gives me the creeps. Just like nearly everything else about this place. I don’t have time to procrastinate, so I hop out of bed and pull on one of the sweaters Ruth gave me. Then I unlock my door, grimacing as it lets out a shrill creak.

I tiptoe into the hallway, careful to step as lightly as I can manage. It is difficult to see anything. Luckily, a soft glow emanates from the nightlight I plugged into an outlet near the faucet. It guides me steadily to my destination.

Before I make it, though, I hear a strange noise. The suddenness makes me jump. What was that? Probably just a settling crack. A home this old is filled with them. Regardless, I hurry down the hall. Then I rush into the bathroom and close the door tightly behind me.

After I finish, I hover over the sink and wash my hands. The water is colder than the snow from my nightmare. I catch a glimpse of my reflection and pause in front of the mirror. I barely recognize myself.

I once made the mistake of staring for too long. I didn’t realize it then, but I fell prey to an optical illusion known as the Troxler effect. Simon is actually the one who told me about it. I saw monsters in the mirror—ghosts lingering behind me. But they weren’t real. It was just a trick—just distortion and fading.

I sever my gaze and return to the hall. As I walk back towards my room. The curious objects displayed on the far wall glint in the low light. I stop in front of a frame that I have not noticed before. It is hard to see at first, but my eyes adjust to make out the items inside. Behind the glass is a series of coins and tokens. The metals range from gold to silver to nickel to brass.

They remind me of something I have seen before. It is only after I return to my room that I realize what I was trying to remember. With a renewed vigor in my step, I walk to the dresser and scour the contents of my purse.

After rummaging around in my wallet, I find something wedged between a photograph and a crinkled-up dollar bill. The token my father bestowed upon me shortly before he passed away. His lucky coin. Given the events that have occurred while this object has been in my possession, I am reticent to call it auspicious. But it holds meaning nonetheless.

I clutch it tightly as memories of my father take hold. Then I close my hand around it before opening my fist to take one more look. I turn the coin over in my fingers, relishing the coolness of the smooth surface. In good faith, I give it a little kiss and tuck it in my pocket. I could really use a speck of luck right now.

Despite losing most of the day to sleep, I am still feeling tired. Exhausted. I figure that I might as well try to get some shut-eye before the morning rolls around. I sit back down on the tepid mattress and smooth out the tangle of sheets. Then I crawl underneath the covers and do my best to relax.

Something comes back to me as I struggle to find a comfortable position. During my very first session with Doc, he asked me to describe my insomnia in great detail. I told him that it was brutal. That I am constantly in a state of physical—and mental—exhaustion. A walking zombie. But when I lean my head against my pillow, nothing happens. I toss and turn to no avail. Thoughts flurry, emotions overwhelm, and sensations intensify. Energy surges. Rest remains elusive.

I explained that my existence is marked by an eerie cycle of sleepless nights. I have fallen into a strange rhythm out of necessity, barely surviving as the seconds become minutes. Clinging to something indefinable as the days turn to months. My body is locked in a confusing sequence that I cannot escape. But not for lack of effort.

I also said that I have tried to outsmart it in every way I can think of. With force, with gentle coaxing. I have even tried plain indifference. But nothing works. It resists every tactic, every measure. Sleep is like an errant child I am always running after. Forever chasing, forever seeking. It is just beyond my reach—always two giant steps ahead of me.

Doc told me that genetics can play a large role in sleep disorders. Do either of your parents experience insomnia? he asked me from behind his spectacles. I explained that they were both deceased. Then I told him that my dad had issues sleeping when I was a child.

Even now, the details are fuzzy. I never knew much about his condition; I didn’t have a reason to ask. I imagine him falling asleep in this house as a boy. Did he have trouble, even then? I wish I could ask my father about it now. I wish a lot of things…

I do not know how long it’s been, but several hours have elapsed since I got into bed. I would guess at least four. The storm has intensified significantly, escalating my worries right along with it. I don’t do well with idle time, and sleepless nights give me far too much of it.

The weather reminds me of the night we crashed—Simon and me. With each clang and thud, I am thrown back into that dreadful memory. Doc’s words come back to me. Sometimes the mind can’t tell the difference between something that’s real and something that you’re vividly imagining. Is that what’s happening to me now?

The primal part of my brain is locked in another time. Deep in the past. My body is almost always in fight or flight mode, even when I don’t realize it. Right now, I might be lying motionless in bed. But part of me swerving off the road into a darkness that will eventually govern my life.

The house breathes like a rabid animal. I hear it just before my eyes shoot open. Panting, swaying, shifting. Moving with each howl of the wind. A growing storm sends violent thuds through the entire room. Every roar of thunder jolts me further awake, shocking and stiffening my body in equal measure.

My gaze darts around before I remember that this current reality is more disturbing than the story I am writing. The one locked inside my head. Here, shadows creep across the ceiling like haunted ballerinas. They dance dangerously close to the edge of my bed. Once I notice those spindly silhouettes, I cannot unsee them. Is the scarce light merely playing a cruel trick?

I screw my lids shut and exhale into the blackness. When I reopen them, everything is amplified—exaggerated in scope. This place is alive. I know that now. Even the floorboards beneath me seem to cry out in agony. Their shrieks echo through every square inch of space. I can sense their misery, feel their pain. Both are palpable.

The radiator screeches and croaks as spotty air wheezes through a dusty vent. Decades-old window panes rattle with each gust of wind, one blow away from shattering completely. The thin glass does little to keep the cold out. My arms tremble from the chill, or maybe it’s the fear.

Just then, an unidentifiable noise booms in my ears. What was that? I want to whip around and identify the source, but I am frozen. Paralyzed by terror. Instead, I turn my head slowly, craning to survey the vicinity. But there is only silence until the whispers begin.

There are secrets in the walls. I can sense them, hear their vicious words. Feel the weight of their depth. The gravity is overpowering. Like a vortex, pulling me in. I cannot escape it. This house is alive. I know that now. This house is alive, and it wants me gone.


TWENTY-THREE


I come to in a fog. Dazed and disoriented, the confusion is lodged in my chest like a knife. What time is it? I reach across the bedside table to turn on the lamp, but it’s not there. Instead, my open palm slides along what feels like a carpet. The friction stings before I pull my hand away.

It does not take long for me to become aware that something is different. Something is very wrong. Where am I? Even in darkness, I can tell that these surroundings are not the ones I have gotten used to during the last few days.

My body becomes rigid—harder than stone—as I feel tentatively around me. Mere seconds pass before I realize that I am lying on the floor. The grainy boards creak beneath me as I press my body off the hardwood.

I sit up straight. A sudden dizziness hijacks my brain, bending and warping each thought. I can barely make out any objects in the dim lighting, and everything begins to morph together in a blur. Nauseating haze. The room is spinning.

I have no idea where I am. The mystery surges in a stiff silence. I try to steady myself, but it still feels like I am moving rapidly. Vertigo. Just like an object flung into space—spiraling out of control. My thoughts go straight to bad places.

It takes far too long for the dizziness to subside. When it finally does, I stand up and attempt to get my bearings. My eyes have adjusted considerably since waking up, but I still can’t tell where I am. Why am I not inside my bedroom?

Realizing that I must have sleepwalked again, I let out a heavy sigh. Of course. But where to? The area around me is chilly and dim… large and unfamiliar. I feel around for a light switch—anything to illuminate the space. But my fingers fall short.

As I continue searching, a chime sounds from nearby. Ding. The noise echoes through the room’s vaulted ceilings. That’s it—that is the sound I heard the other day. The one I cannot figure out.

I move towards it until I reach a narrow alcove. To my utter relief, there is a small lamp sitting atop a console table. I turn it on and examine my surroundings. But I do not have time to take a decent look before the chime emanates again.

My head whips around to identify the source. Ding. My shoulders drop as I realize what it is. A dumbwaiter—of course. Given the antiquity of this estate, I am surprised the answer did not dawn on me sooner.

It reminds me of something I saw in a television show—a period drama I binge watched a few months ago. The friction of the pulley, the little ding to signify the tray’s arrival. The narrow shaft built into the wall.

The novelty of it piques my interest. A contraption rich with history. I imagine how many meals must have been sent upstairs over the years. What else did it carry? I dream up other uses for the dumbwaiter—passing notes back and forth… transporting random belongings. I wonder how many children grew up in the house. Who lived here before my father’s family did?

Another chime sounds before I open the cabinet door. There is nothing inside—just an empty cavity. Where is the cart? When I hear a second ding, I shake my head and close the door. It must be malfunctioning.

This property has to be at least a century old, if not older. From the looks of it, there have not been any significant updates or renovations. A remodel would enhance comfort considerably, but it would probably rob the place of its… charm.

After I pull my attention away from the dumbwaiter, it hits me. That sound was coming from behind the double doors in the hallway. I must be in the east wing. But how did I get inside?

My only comfort is the realization that if I found my way in here, I will be able to find my way out. I might not know exactly how, but I believe that it’s possible. I turn my attention to the rest of the room, keeping my feet firmly planted in this spot while I survey the space.

Now that there is a proper light source, I can see that all of the walls are a deep burgundy shade. Each one is adorned with objects similar to the kind I noticed in the hallway. The sort of items found in ancient cabinets of curiosity: shells, feathers, and fossils.

I approach a sizeable frame, pausing to study the collection displayed behind its thin glass. Dried flowers. There must be at least one hundred different petals here. I study the diverse array of blossoms, reading the labels and mouthing each name as I go. Puya berteroniana. Calceolaria uniflora. Fritillaria imperialis. Given my lack of green thumb, these words mean very little to me. But the magnificent spectrum of shades and shapes tells me that they are very rare.

Across the way is a mounted shelving unit filled with ocean-themed items. I peer at the muted chunks of sea glass before staring at an assortment of coral. These are definitely the largest pieces I have ever seen. Some of them are smooth in texture, while others are covered in spikes and ridges.

There is also a case of shark teeth hanging right beside it. Each and every pointed tip faces upwards, arranged in a way that reminds me of something I saw at the Natural History Museum. Did my grandfather collect all of these? Why? I know that some people have eccentric hobbies, but all of this is a little extreme.

I move on, working my way around a wide bookcase. Its shelves are piled high with collectibles and knickknacks. Novelties. The display is like a three-dimensional I Spy book. Just looking at it for longer than a few seconds is overwhelming.

I am struck by the number of found objects in this room alone. The scope of them is impressive, but the sheer number of items screams of hoarding. It reminds me of one of those TV shows where the hosts help people get rid of their clutter.

As I soon discover, no inch of space is spared. My gaze darts around, bouncing from the bookcase to another unit with memorabilia of all kinds. I clock baseball cards and dominos… Pez dispensers and old cameras. There are also gadgets that I can’t quite put a name to.

A series of upscale portraits hangs at eye level. I don’t recognize any of the subjects in them, but their faces are grim and austere. There are also landscapes and abstracts… pastoral scenes and color-blocked canvases. Soft pastels and vivid watercolors. Minimalist sketches and charcoal drawings. What an eclectic assortment of artwork.

I admire the details of each piece before a jarring sound crashes my train of thought. I whip around to see an animatronic clown that somehow I didn’t notice before. Its eyes move from side to side, ping-ponging back and forth until I pry my stare away. I have always hated clowns. This one is no exception. From a painted-on, pencil-thin smile to a mess of red stringy hair, the mere sight of it freaks me out.

I begin to inch away as another raucous laugh booms forth. Shit. The clown moves robotically, laughing while a jingle plays in the background. I step aside quickly once I realize that it is motion activated. Lovely.

The clown jerks an arm up and points, chuckling while bile rises inside my throat. Whoever created that thing is depraved. Collector or not, why would anyone—especially my grandfather—choose to buy it? Ruth’s statement about my grandfather being eccentric definitely tracks.

After the noise finally ends, I steady my breath and continue exploring. But I do not make it very far before something else stops me. Once again, I am pulled back into the grip of another memory.

It’s that same trip I took with my parents. The time we spent spring break in Canada together. I guess the recollection lives fondly in my heart—more fondly than I realized. Or at least it did before this strange turn of events.

On our last day of vacation, we visited Casa Loma: the famed historic mansion located in Toronto. Its owner—Sir Henry Pellatt—amassed quite a fortune after investing in electric lighting. He then spent millions designing and constructing his dream estate. He left no detail unaccounted for… no inch unembellished.

Sir Henry’s Gothic-style castle is mammoth compared to most homes. With its plethora of rooms (a whopping ninety-eight) and massive square footage, the size alone sets it apart.

There are hidden staircases inside Sir Henry’s study. If memory serves, they link up with the basement and the second floor. There is even an underground tunnel that stretches on for several hundred feet. It connects the main house to the stables and hunting lodge.

While there, I wondered why someone would install such passages in their home. The guide said that they were originally created for stealthy movement. For discretion. But from what? My preteen brain was filled with a hundred questions.

As I glance around this maze-like layout, it dawns on me that the two estates might not be so different after all. This entire mansion is steeped in history. Decades of life and death… growth and decay. I run my fingers along the smooth wall, wondering what exactly happened here. Without any answers, the enigma swells.

I resume my exploration, trying to retrace my steps. The longer I look, though, the more confusing this place becomes. Am I going in circles? It feels like I am lost in a labyrinth. Trapped in an escape room that I didn’t sign up for.


TWENTY-FOUR


The table lamp I turned on barely provides enough light to see further than this room, so I search for another source. Around the corner is a switch plate that illuminates a set of overhead bulbs. The light—stark and fluorescent—blinds me momentarily. Still, this beats fumbling around in the dark.

I still cannot shake the feeling that I am going in circles. This wing reads like a riddle—a problem that needs solving. But the more I explore, the less it makes sense.

Disregard Casa Loma. There is nothing elegant or romantic in sight—just confusing features and unsettling visual cues. This place is more like the Winchester Mystery House. In some ways, the blueprints seem intertwined. Or maybe it’s just the supernatural element throwing me for a loop. Feeling like these grounds are haunted, just like the ones at Winchester…

I remember touring the estate in college, marveling at each and every secret passageway I came across. I nearly got lost when I strayed from our guided tour. The entire mansion was like a giant puzzle box I could not figure out.

The reasoning behind its quirky features, however, was bleak. Sarah Winchester—the owner—believed she was haunted by spirits and ghosts. So she designed the house to confuse them, adopting a layout with hidden doors and labyrinth-like hallways.

That’s what this reminds me of. Perhaps I should employ the maze-solving strategy of only making left turns. Or is it right turns? While this wing isn’t unreasonably massive for a large estate, I am not used to navigating much beyond my tiny apartment. I sigh and keep walking, hoping that my confusion dissolves as quickly as it appeared.

Other haunted sites pop into my head as I proceed. Colonial homes steeped in history… centuries-old deserted buildings. Bizarre echoes… strange apparitions… and even the icy touch of a ghost. I’m sure a quick web search would produce disturbing accounts with vivid details.

For the first time since setting foot on this property, I am marginally grateful for its otherwise infuriating remoteness. The lack of reception here prevents me from diving down a rabbit hole of supernatural research. That type of information would not serve me well right now. If anything, it would only intensify the nightmares I am beginning to grow accustomed to.

I proceed down a narrow corridor outfitted with striped paper. It is faded and peeling at the edges, as if it’s trying to free itself from these dated walls. I trail my thumb across the edge, stopping when I come upon a small office.

There is a modest table covered in scattered pages and ballpoint pens. A writing desk. Was this my grandfather’s? I am still unclear on which part of the house he lived in. This place is big enough for him to have had his own wing. I continue to look for his presence—traces of the man I never knew—in this house. But I haven’t noticed much beyond the furniture and décor. Where are the rest of his belongings?

I glance over my shoulder, still jumpy from the clown’s grating laugh. Then I reach down and sift through the notes. There are messy images and words scrawled across tablets of lined paper. Unfortunately, they are virtually illegible. I cannot understand most of them, but a few sentences are clear enough to read. I do a double take when I see a Post-it that says: Get rid of her.

Who wrote this? Was it Ruth? I swallow hard and step away from the desk. Then I notice a column of drawers beneath its surface. The top few are locked and sealed shut. But the bottom drawer is slightly ajar—just by a centimeter or two. I bend down and clasp the handle, pulling until it slides all the way out. There are a few miscellaneous items sitting on top: staples, rubber bands, and highlighters. Beneath these supplies is a pile of crinkly pages.

I sift through it until I realize that it’s probably just scratch paper. Nothing important. But after flipping one of the sheets over, I realize that I am wrong. In my hands is something that resembles a child’s drawing. But unlike the stick figures I used to sketch, this one is rich in detail.

A tall woman stands stoically with her arms crossed. From her pristine updo to her black apron, it’s clear who this is. It must be Ruth. The only difference between the subject of this image and the housekeeper I encountered is her hair color. Her previously brunette locks—depicted in the drawing—have now faded to a pale gray. After setting it aside, I come across a much bleaker piece of art.

I am staring at some sort of monster. I cautiously turn a few more pages over, revealing more depictions in a similar style. Each one has the same monster—almost lifelike in appearance—placed front and center. For a two-dimensional drawing, this is horrifying.

Did my father do this? I immediately think back to the song that Ruth was humming. The creepy lullaby she told me about. A monster at the window… a warning. Did she sing it to my father just like her mother sang it to her?

The thought leaves a sour taste in my mouth. One of the drawings contains a faded caption at the bottom. I hold it up to my face so I can make out the penciled sentence: He’s worse than she is.

I shudder while trying to interpret the words. If my dad wrote them, who was he referring to? The only man in the house was my grandfather. He’s worse than she is. Was my grandfather cruel to him? More brutal than Ruth?

Frederick mentioned something about multiple staff members working here. Could my dad have been talking about one of them? Perhaps someone who came and went frequently? My head clouds as the questions multiply. There is no way to know for sure.

Two weeks ago, I had no idea that any of this existed. Part of me wants to go back to that state of ignorance. Although it was a far cry from bliss, I would trade it any day for this newfound awareness of sinister family secrets.

I return the mess of pages to the drawer and try to distract myself. But before I close the drawer, I notice a heap of stiff envelopes at the very bottom. A stack of letters. I reach down to take a closer look.

Each one is postmarked and addressed to my father—William Lee. I don’t recognize the address, but I assume it must have been his former residence. I pluck the first one from the pile and pause before opening it. How long has this envelope been sealed? With ample hesitation, I carefully open it and remove a tri-folded letter. Then I begin to read.

My dear boy,

I was so grateful to receive your letter. I have been worried sick about you. You left so quickly—so suddenly. I did not even have a chance to say goodbye. I would have tried to convince you to stay, of course. Perhaps you knew that.

While I am relieved that you are all right, I cannot help but want to know more. Where are you? What happened? Why did you run away in the first place? Obviously, you are not obligated to answer these questions, but I do hope that you will clarify at some point.

Please come home, William. Please. I want to see you again—to set my eyes upon your face and hear your voice. I miss you, my son.

With love,

Your father

My mouth goes dry as I fold up the page and reach for another letter. Based on the date, my grandfather wrote this decades ago. Why was it never sent? Spellbound, I continue reading.

The successive letters are somber in tone. My grandfather begs my dad to return in almost every single one. I knew that my dad wasn’t close to his parents, but I had no idea that he ran away from home. I scan a few more in a rush, eyes tracking the words my grandfather penned so many years earlier. Certain lines stand out more than others…

I will keep trying to reach you.

If you need anything—anything at all—please don’t hesitate to ask. I just want to make sure you are safe.

Please give me a sign, William. Something to assure me that you are okay.

Your old man is becoming… well, an old man.

I’m not sure how much time I have left.

I truly believed we would see each other again, William. That hope has kept me going all of these years. But you obviously don’t feel the same way. I understand, my boy. It saddens me, of course, but I understand.

I can see it now, my son. I understand how I let you down when you were a child. I was always traveling. I was so obsessed with my work—I let it blind me. I spent years collecting worldly treasures. I gave most of them to you as gifts. I guess part of me hoped you would realize how much I missed you while I was gone… but I fear that I failed. I spent too much time away from home instead of appreciating the real treasure I already had: my family.

I look up and try to process what I am reading. The drawings made me question my grandfather’s character, but these letters paint a very different picture. These don’t sound like they were written by some sort of monster. I am even more confused and conflicted than I was before.

I glance across the room. Everything around me holds more meaning now. These walls, the rare items displayed on them. The treasures and collections from centuries past. This might all be a living history of my grandfather’s love for my father. He cared deeply, even if my dad didn’t realize it at the time.

After your mother died, I was beside myself, you see. I wasn’t there for you in the way I should have been. I apologize, my boy. Please forgive me.

I can’t believe how many letters are in this stack. My heart sinks when I realize that he didn’t even know my father died. He literally kept writing to him until a few months ago. I open the last one, bracing for what it might say.

I will have Ruth send one last letter, then I will leave you alone for good. I love you, my boy. I will always love you.

My chest seizes as I grip the paper. Ruth. She’s the reason these were never mailed. She must have told my grandfather that she sent them. He must have trusted her beyond measure. Otherwise, he surely would have fired her. I reach for another letter, eager to keep going. I want—need—to know more. But before I can read another word, the light goes out.
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The stark visual contrast is shocking. I cannot see a thing. Again, I feel around for a light switch. The wall is smooth beneath my eager fingers. Where is it? My heart races as I reach out further and pick up the pace.

Finally, I feel the subtle bump of a sleek plate. I flip the switch and hold my breath in anticipation. But the entire room is still dark. The power must have gone out. Without a flashlight or a phone to illuminate my path, I am basically blind. I need to find a window if I want any chance of making it out of here.

Blackness swallows me whole as I make my way down the hall. Every step renders me edgier than the previous one—more vulnerable to some unknown threat. What might be looming in the shadows? The question grips me fiercely as I continue onwards.

I stop moving when I hear a noise. Ding. There it is—the chime. That telltale sound, coming from around the corner. I stiffen, telling myself that there is nothing wrong. I opened it earlier—saw inside with my own eyes. Just an empty space. A broken dumbwaiter.

There it is again. Ding. Ding. The noise makes me doubt everything I am telling myself. Is it really malfunctioning? Or is it more than just a faulty contraption? Part of me doesn’t want to know the answer.

This home is old. The floorboards creak and the thin windows let in drafts of air. The doors rattle. Surely, the dumbwaiter just needs replacing, right? The thought does little to comfort me. Still, I convince myself that it’s just paranoia. My mind is playing tricks on me.

Then I hear another noise. Not a chime or a ding, but something else. It sounds like a person.

“Ruth?” I whisper, my voice disappearing into the inky air. “Is that you?”

But there is only silence.

I reach out, feeling around for something—anything. Anyone. A lifeline. A shred of hope.

“Ruth?” I ask again, my foe suddenly becoming a friend.

There is no response. Instead, I hear something else. The slam of a door. But even that doesn’t terrify me as much as what I hear next. After the slam, there is an undeniable clicking sound. The turn of a lock.

Silence booms in my ears as blackness spills across every inch of space. Abject darkness engulfs each part of me—skin, psyche, and cells. For what felt like hours, I screamed for help. I cried out, yelled, wailed at the top of my lungs. I begged Ruth to let me out.

But my pleas went unanswered. I have been sitting on the floor ever since. Holding my knees to my chest and rocking rhythmically back and forth. Trembling… trying not to make a sound.

Doc’s voice reminds me to breathe. Inhale… exhale. His advice comes back to me in spurts, ringing in my ears as I struggle to remain calm. Root yourself in the present moment. I draw in a shaky breath and clutch my heart with both hands. Then I try his grounding technique.

What do you hear? Silence. Whispers. More silence.

What do you taste? Staleness. The peppermint mouthwash I used after brushing my teeth has since lost its tang.

What do you see? Nothing.

So far, this exercise is doing very little to soothe my growing anxiety. I screw my eyes shut and reopen with intent, taking in the dimness of my surroundings.

What do you feel? Pressure. The weight of my body sitting on the creaky hardwood. Hunger. My stomach sucked against my spine. Fear. My skin crawling with the realization that I am at someone else’s mercy.

What do you smell? Death. It smells like death.

Another spell of chimes spikes my nerves. Ding. My every sense is on high alert. Ding. I can’t think straight. Ding. I need to get out of here. Ding.

“Ruth!” I yell in desperation. “Please!”

The dumbwaiter continues chiming.

“Ruth!” I shout again, banging on the door until it rattles in its frame.

There is no response.

So I try again and again, controlled by my own desperation. I yell until my voice is so hoarse that it nearly gives out. I keep trying—screaming for her to let me out.

“What do you want?” I plead. I’ll do whatever she demands. She will probably tell me that I broke the rules again—even threaten to punish me—but I don’t care. I will capitulate and do whatever I need to do. Ruth holds the cards now. She has the power. But what does she want?

Ruminating on the question proves futile. What about what I want? Beyond escaping this wing, I want answers. I want to know more about the family I did not even realize existed. The grandfather I never met. I want to know why my dad compartmentalized so much of his childhood… why he kept everything about that part of his life hidden from me…

My energy lapses in another dizzying spell. I press my back against the wall, sinking to the floor until I collapse into a heap. The storm has quieted down significantly, and I am left in an eerie silence. It’s palpable. My remaining shreds of hope begin to depart.

Then the unexpected sound of footsteps jolts me out of my position. I sit up straight, spine erect from the shock. I can hear someone padding against the hallway runner. It’s her. The noise is muted by the rug, barely audible until they trail across the hardwood. She’s coming back. The footsteps grow louder as I struggle to figure out what to do.

She’s here. My breath hitches as I draw in a shaky inhalation. Until this moment, I wanted Ruth to answer me. But now that she has come back, all I can think about is fleeing.

I crawl away from the wall, glancing behind me to see two feet standing on the other side. The inch of space is wide enough for me to clock Ruth’s shoes. It’s definitely her. As softly as I can, I creep further down the hall and press my body against the wall. I try to become one with the darkness so she can’t see me.

For what feels like several minutes, we exist in a protracted silence. She—standing on the outside. Me—locked in here. A prisoner of this room. Nothing happens until I finally work up the bravery to use my voice again.

“Ruth?” I venture. My word floats in the air, hovering around me until it finally elicits a response. When it does, I am met with complete shock.

“I’m not Ruth,” a foreign voice says.

My entire body goes numb.
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I’m not Ruth. That low, guttural tone. So unexpected it’s almost deafening. Terror hangs heavy in the air, lurking around every untouched corner. It’s dense—heavy enough to weigh me down. Suspicions race through my head, threatening to detonate any remaining semblance of composure I have.

The paranoia alone traps me in a fog, clouds my judgment. Ensnares me in a tomb. I try to swallow back my fear, but there is too much of it. I gulp down mouthfuls—choking on the mounting sense of dread rising inside of me as the panic boils over.

“Ruth is gone.” The voice has dropped to a deep baritone.

My spine stiffens as the realization sets in. I am not alone. I am trapped in obscurity with a stranger.

I remember reading once that babies aren’t afraid of the dark. The fear comes much later. They learn to be scared. Afraid of creatures beneath the bed. Monsters in the closet. Afraid of the pitch-black void where I presently find myself.

Although I have been sitting in darkness this whole time, it takes on a new dimension now. There is a stranger on the other side of the door. A stranger is keeping me locked in here. What happened to Ruth? Did he kill her?

Or is Ruth just altering her voice to mess with me?

The questions keep coming. Everything unknown carries more weight—an unfolding mystery threatening my very existence. My writer mind obsesses over hypothetical scenarios. If I were composing a scene, this would be a prime opportunity for a plot twist. Who is my captor, and what does he want? Could it be Frederick?

This whole time, I falsely assumed that Ruth was the one messing with me. I believed that we were the only two people in this house. But I was wrong. Dead wrong.

She has been watching me vigilantly since I first arrived—pointing out my mistakes and tracking my every move. I had finally worked up the courage to confront her. Ruth may be several inches taller than me, but she is also decades older. I felt confident that I could defend myself if I needed to.

But this—this situation is not what I expected. Where did that man even come from? How did he get inside the house? I chew on my lower lip and glance nervously under the door, just to confirm that he is still standing there. I am so terrified that I do not speak a word. Neither does he.

After a while, the man walks away. I listen to his footsteps trail down the hall. His gait sounds different than Ruth’s—much heavier and louder. The mystery of who he is nearly suffocates me. Did he break in? Oh God. Does he live here?

What am I supposed to do now? I have no idea what his motives are. He might have killed Ruth. He might kill me next. Alarm floods my chest as I rack my brain for a solution.

The horror is paralyzing, but I need to move. I need to come up with a plan. There is no way I am going to wait around for someone to murder me in cold blood. To hell with that.

My eyes have failed to adjust to this lack of lighting. I reach out, still unable to see my own hand in front of my face. I press myself off the ground and stand up straight. Then I feel around for something—anything—that might help.

Unfortunately, my hunt does not yield much. Despite scouring each wall for the better part of an hour, I am unable to find any sort of window. Perhaps the east wing doesn’t have them. I don’t recall seeing any from the outside. I make my way back towards the hall, pausing to collect my thoughts.

I try to shift gears. With no light source to aid in my search, I have limited options here. I need to use the knowledge that I do have—anything that I saw before the power went out. I decide to return to the small office where I found the drawings and letters. Maybe there is something inside the desk that I can use as a weapon—scissors or a sharp object.

What am I going to do after securing said weapon? That’s the real question. I consider climbing into the dumbwaiter to hide. It’s a small cavity, but I can probably fit inside if I try hard enough. I could be waiting for hours, though. Even days.

What if I use it to lower myself to the ground floor? It’s risky, but given the fact that the double doors are locked, it might be the only way to leave this wing. No. I shake off the possibility. There are too many variables. I am not even sure where the dumbwaiter goes, and the last thing I want to do is put myself in a more vulnerable position than the one I am presently in.

Then it hits me. Of course. The idea is so ridiculously obvious that I berate myself for not thinking of it sooner. I should just try to pick the lock. I was able to do it before—when I sleepwalked. So I might as well try it again.

When the man walked away, it sounded like he went down the stairs. So it’s probably safe enough to try out my new plan. Safe is clearly a relative term, but desperate times…

Now I just need to locate something to use. Lock picking is not exactly my forte, but if my sleepwalking self was able to do it, how hard can it be? A screwdriver would probably be ideal, but I doubt I’m going to come across one of those anytime soon. Popular movies tell me that a hairpin would work quite nicely, but I am skeptical that I’ll find one of those either. My last hope is a paper clip—one that is durable enough to get the job done.

I can’t help but let out a nervous laugh when I think of my current situation. The aspiring author in me draws inspiration from these dire circumstances. I craft an imaginary scene in real time to keep myself going.

Unfortunately for my protagonist, this experience is definitely going straight into my manuscript. Poor Michelle has no idea what’s in store for her. I continue scripting the passage in my head, tossing in thought-provoking questions and clever turns of phrase for good measure. The mental exercise distracts me just long enough to make it into the next room.

I enter the office with a renewed sense of hope. Although I still cannot see a single thing, my hands find their way back to the desk. The same spot where I unearthed the monster drawings and stack of unsent mail.

I begin combing each drawer for supplies. My fingers fumble around as I come across rubber bands, sticky notes, and dull pencil stubs Nothing particularly useful. At least not until something pricks my skin. Ouch. To my utter delight, I realize that I am holding the sharp end of a pair of scissors.

I open the next drawer and keep searching. I have just stumbled upon a jumble of paper clips when I hear something. I go still, listening to identify the sound. It’s that same heavy set of footprints. He’s coming back.

Adrenaline courses through me as I stash a few paper clips into my pocket and grip the scissors tightly. These will do. Then I shut the drawer and hurry out of the room. I attempt to move as quickly and quietly as possible. Doubts flit through my mind as I go, sending my heartrate to new heights.

My strategy will have to be adjusted. Should I go back to the doorway? Or is it best to stay over here—further away from the hall? Should I hide? After filtering through various scenarios, I settle on the most reasonable one.

If he’s back, he will probably open the door at some point. My best idea is to stab him with the scissors as soon as I can. That should buy me enough time to run downstairs and reach the foyer. I haven’t worked out the rest of my plan yet, but one thing at a time. My primary goal is just to make it out of the house.

Once I am within spitting distance of the door, I confirm that the man is back. Those two feet stand squarely opposite me, wielding unmatched control. I expect him to speak—to say something. Anything. But he just stays silent.

Does he think I’m sitting in the same place as I was before? Can he tell where I am? Although he can’t see me, my anxiety escalates into a vicious spiral. What if there are cameras in here? What if they have night vision? Is he watching me?

I draw in a sharp breath. Then I exhale slowly, reminding myself to try to stay calm. But it’s impossible. My pulse thuds in my ears, pounding until all I can hear is my own heartbeat. Then something pulls me back to the here and now.

What the hell? The man is knocking. No words—no questions. Just rapping his knuckles on the wood. What does he want me to do? Open it?

He has to be messing with me… taunting me like a child. Knock. Knock. Knock. Cat and mouse. Predator and prey. A twisted game.

Though it goes against every fiber of my being, I tiptoe down the corridor until I am merely inches away. He knocks again. And again. Baiting me until I respond. Did he unlock the door? I reach out and touch the knob, pausing before I turn it slowly to the right. But it’s still locked.

My confusion is met with a low laugh. Abrupt and gruff, it travels through the door.

“Who are you?” My voice trembles as the words depart my lips.

But he doesn’t answer.

“Who are you?” I ask again.

Instead of a response, he releases another derisive laugh.

I think about trying to ask something else, but this man is unpredictable. I don’t want to egg him on. Especially when there’s a chance that he might open the door.

I clutch the scissors tighter, arming myself for whatever happens. Open the door, I beg silently. Please open the door. For a moment, I actually think he’s going to do it. I get ready, imagining myself jamming the sharp points into his jugular. I see myself sprinting down the hallway and descending the staircase in a mad rush. I imagine leaving the house into the sobering cold. I see myself surviving.

But the moment passes. Just like before, the man turns on his heavy heel. More games—more provoking. Then he walks away, leaving me in the literal dark.
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I stand frozen in place long after the man leaves. Every time I gather the strength to try something else, a different part of my brain talks me out of it. Be brave. Break out of here. Don’t do it—you’ll get yourself killed. Back and forth… back and forth. It’s exhausting.

All I am doing is wasting time. Precious minutes that might make all the difference. Before my confidence evaporates completely, I decide to return to my previous plan of picking the lock.

A glance beneath the door tells me that the power is still out. It looks like the rest of the house is slightly less dim than my current surroundings—probably because of the foyer windows. Now is as good a time as any to try this. It might be the only opportunity I have before he returns.

I reach inside my pocket and secure the thickest paper clip I was able to find. Then I bend it into the shape I need and lean down until I am eye level with the lock. Here goes nothing. I steady my hand and insert my makeshift tool. I move it around until I hear a click.

I exhale quietly and turn the knob until the door opens. My heart speeds as I push it gently and step forward. It really worked.

Faint light streams in from down below. The sudden contrast blinds me momentarily before I squint to make out the rest of the hallway. I tiptoe across it, careful not to make any unnecessary sounds. The floorboards—still as creaky as ever—pose a major challenge.

I tread lightly, praying that the carpet will absorb most of the noise. But every tap seems to echo through the entire house. Can he hear me? I continue on until I reach the landing. Even if I wanted to change plans, it’s impossible to turn back now. Too late. So I stay the course.

My peripheral vision picks up the familiar view of framed items. Vintage prints, rare coins, and peculiar treasures spread across the wall. They make me think of what I found in the east wing—everything that I learned from reading the letters. But I fix my gaze solely on the path ahead. Then I round the corner and begin to descend the staircase.

The air is hushed and still. I make my way further into the dimness, hesitating briefly before taking another step. Every movement poses new threats and places me more at risk. I don’t want to be heard, and I definitely don’t want to get caught. I visualize the mysterious man watching me—spying from afar and grabbing me when I least expect it. The image conjures up something deeper than fear.

My focus veers, shifting from side to side as I inch further down the staircase. The sense that he is nearby grows until I can’t take it anymore. I pause to adjust my grip on the scissors sliding against my sweaty palm. I clutch them firmly, hoping badly that I do not need to use them. Escaping without wielding a weapon would be ideal.

In a split second, everything changes. I barely hear the creak before I become aware of a figure running towards me. Hovering behind me. I start to turn around, but it all happens too quickly. There is not enough time to react.

The last thing I see is a wooden bat. Someone swings it with significant speed and force. They cut through the air, eliminating the space between us. My mind short-circuits just before I feel the impact. I drop to the floor, and everything fades back to black.

My head is spinning. I feel a million different sensations at once. Tightness in my chest. Sharp stomach pain. Intense nausea—bile rising up my throat. When I try to bring my hands to my mouth, I cannot move them. My arms are tied down. So is the rest of my body.

I writhe around in terror while the room comes slowly into focus. Everything is murky—cast in a dull gray. My vision is spotty. Botched and blurred. It is difficult to make out anything save for the foot of the bed I am lying on. Where am I? What’s happening?

I eventually realize that I am strapped down to a twin-size bed. I have no idea which part of the house I am currently in, though I can tell I have not been here before. Not until now.

Fragments surface amid the fog. I remember walking down the stairs… turning the corner… sensing that someone was watching me. I remember seeing a glimpse of movement—nothing but a flash as they rushed towards me.

The figure—dark and looming—appeared out of nowhere. I couldn’t even whip around. There was no time. But I know who it was. It was him. That man—the stranger who haunts my every thought. He began as a voice on the other side of the door, but he has become so much more. Right now, he is my worst nightmare.

Disjointed thoughts give way to worries and qualms. I have questions—too many questions and not enough answers. Fright has me in a chokehold. It claws into my throat, strangles me while I struggle.

I can barely breathe. The air is sharp in my chest, biting with a nasty sting every time I inhale. Who is he? Where is he? He could burst into the room at any moment. I have no way of defending myself, and being immobilized only makes me panic further. What is he going to do to me?

Beads of liquid run down my face as the last line sinks in. Is it sweat or blood? Maybe both. I don’t remember where the bat hit me, but it must have collided hard enough to knock me out. Droplets tickle my upper lip before trailing into my open mouth. I taste salt and tang… bitterness. Am I bleeding out?

The questions keep coming. I am completely, horrendously lost—stuck in a loop of alarm and dread. So much so that I almost miss the growing sound of footsteps emanating from beyond this room.

I try to quiet my breath so I can listen to what is going on. A set of keys jangles before I hear the doorknob rattle. He’s here. Seconds later, the door swings open to reveal something unexpected. Someone unexpected.

Ruth is standing straight across from me. She sticks a bulky keychain into her apron pocket and smooths down the black fabric.

“Ruth!” I cry out. “Thank God.” I lift my head off the damp mattress, straining to see past her, but the hallway is opaque.

“I thought you were dead or…” I trail off as she walks over to a small table on the side of the bed.

“Ruth? What are you—?” I stop short when I hear the clanking of metal tools. Instruments. A sound that reminds me of the doctor’s office.

She steps outside of my field of vision. I cannot see what she is doing, but the clanking continues. My eyes widen as she reemerges with an injection. She flicks it twice, staring at the metallic tip of a lengthy needle.

“What is that?” I ask, voice inflected with fear.

She doesn’t answer me.

“Ruth!” I plead. “Don’t do this. Please don’t do this.”

But she just ignores me.

I twist against the restraints, thrashing around to no avail. I’m trapped.

“What do you want from me? Just tell me what you⁠—”

Before I can say another word, Ruth jams the needle into my arm.
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I fade in and out of consciousness. It feels like wading out to sea, collapsing beneath the water’s surface. The waves are throwing me around violently before the current pulls me under.

My brain presses against my skull. Every pulse is like a beating drum, getting steadier and harsher by the minute. My body is leaden—limbs weighed down even further by rocks. I struggle to inhale as my chest tightens like a fist. Just breathe, I tell myself. Breathe. But it feels impossible.

When I wake again, I am so faint that part of me wonders if I might be dying. Am I already gone? This feels nothing like my near-death experience. Highly unpleasant, yes. But this is more painful… harder to track. I try to pull myself out of it—to bring myself back. Be strong, Wren.

I try to wade through the mental fatigue. I need to figure out what is really going on. Ruth. She must be working with him. But who is he? Are they friends? Lovers? Siblings? Possibilities bounce around my pounding head.

Whichever it is, they must be working together. I do not know who knocked me out earlier, but it doesn’t really matter. She is the one who drugged me—administered some sort of medication via injection. Probably a heavy-duty sedative or something similar.

What will they do next? I am at the mercy of two strangers. One who I do not know, and one who I do not trust. They have each given me ample reason to fear for my life. As my energy wanes, so does my motivation. I begin to fade once again.

Then something in me flickers. Sparks become a tiny fire that refuses to burn out. If my protagonist found herself in this very situation, I wouldn’t give up on her. Quite the opposite. I would lean in, cheer her on, watch her rise.

I would scour my brain until I got her out alive. There is absolutely no way I am giving up on myself. Not now—not ever. I pull together remnants of reason, reminders that I am stronger than I think.

Then an abrupt sound derails my train of thought. The keys—the lock. Once again, the knob rattles around while Ruth opens the door. I brace myself, preparing for another dose of whatever she drugged me with previously.

The door swings forward with a creak. Just like before, I find myself across from a stone-faced Ruth. She wastes no time, barging in and resuming her position at my bedside. She stands by the mysterious table of instruments and tinkers with something.

The tinny noise elicits a quiet moan from me. Not again. Dreading another injection, I decide to speak up.

“Ruth…” I start.

She doesn’t even grace me with a response.

“Please,” I say. “Please talk to me.”

Still nothing.

“Ruth,” I try again in a firmer tone. “Ruth.”

“Shut up!” she barks.

I flinch at her pitch. She seems different.

“Please—you have to tell me⁠—”

“I said, shut up!” she shouts.

This time, I don’t flinch. Instead, I fall silent. Dead quiet. Ever so slowly, I turn my head to the side, hesitant to make eye contact.

“Ruth?” My voice is weaker than a whisper.

She grits her teeth and exhales forcefully. Then she resumes whatever she’s doing, gaze fixed on the tools in front of her.

I haven’t yet opened my mouth again when she slams something against the table’s surface.

“Ruth, I⁠—”

“Stop calling me that!” she booms. But it isn’t her at all.

I freeze in disbelief. That isn’t Ruth’s voice.

Her face contorts into a pained expression. Then her lips part to release a strange sound—one that I recognize in an instant.

“I already told you,” says a familiar baritone. “I’m not Ruth.”
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“I’m not Ruth,” the voice repeats.

I can barely process what I am seeing and hearing. Ruth and the voice… the voice and the man… the puzzle pieces are too jumbled to make any sense of. Slowly, they arrange themselves into a shape. But I still cannot comprehend it.

The shock sticks with me as I fix my attention on the person standing next to me. Who are they, really?

“Don’t move.”

I don’t really have a choice. My body is still tied down to this bed, thick straps cutting into my flesh. I am still trapped in this strange room, with its nauseating mustard walls and lack of windows. The air itself—stale and dense—is smothering me.

I watch in horror as another silver needle heads straight towards my arm.

“What is that?” I ask, wincing as the injection pinches my skin.

“Something to make you sleep.”

Sleep. The irony of this situation is almost too much. Right now, all I want to do is stay awake. I need energy—I need answers. The fight in me spurs more questions.

“Who are you?”

A throaty laugh. That deep chuckle. The person on the other side of the door.

“My name is Damon.”

I stare at Ruth in disbelief. What the hell is going on? Her eyes are dark and glassy. Glowing. They gleam beneath the stark fluorescent bulbs as I struggle to understand.

“Damon?”

Ruth nods. Or, at least Ruth’s body does.

“Wh—where is Ruth?” I ask. “Is⁠—”

“Enough questions,” Damon cuts me off.

I sink further into the mattress, swallowing back a lethal mix of confusion and fright.

“Don’t go anywhere,” Damon says before walking off. The door slams shut, closing after another chuckle echoes through the room.

When I come to again, the disorientation and haze have all but worn off. The shock, on the other hand, has not. It leaves me speechless. Stunned.

While I didn’t end up going to graduate school, my college major is definitely proving useful. Those undergrad psychology courses afforded me a reasonable foundation and breadth of knowledge. And one nugget of information is clamoring at me now.

Dissociative identity disorder. DID. I try to recall everything I read about it during college—every study which mentioned trauma, childhood neglect, or even abuse. The disorder can range from mild to severe. I think about the number of personality states a person with DID can have. At least two, but sometimes more. I wonder how many Ruth has. Is Damon the only one?

Pop culture glosses over the history and finer details, of course. Words like “double” or “split personalities” have been thrown around from time to time, but the name has continued to evolve over the years.

Dissociative identity disorder. I draw in a breath and try my best to recall everything else I absorbed during that specific unit. I remember devouring weighty texts and examining case studies about different conditions. My professor encouraged us to venture beyond surface-level reading.

DID is far from black and white. Before that class, my understanding was mostly gathered from books and films. But Hollywood tends to depict mental health disorders in an extreme way. Of course, reality is far more complex and nuanced.

Personalities—or alters—possess distinct names, behaviors, hobbies, and desires. They even have different memories. Alters can also have their own voices and physical characteristics. Just like Ruth and Damon.

I think back to when I was locked in the east wing. I never would have suspected this, so of course I thought that Ruth and Damon were two independent people. I was wrong. I assume that Ruth is the host, or the personality who is usually in control. But Damon has been present for a while now. I think it’s called fronting—when an alter is in power.

I try to recall the most common symptoms of DID. Mood swings and hallucinations… sleep disturbances… memory issues and anxiety. I am sure there are plenty, but those are top of mind. Just like other conditions, specifics largely depend on the individual. Severity varies.

I ruminate on the sum of my interactions with Ruth. Sure, there were a few erratic behaviors. I mentally replay our first meeting and her strange dinner outburst. But despite those encounters, she always seemed very collected and measured—almost overly so. Perhaps that is her way of coping. Maybe that is how she maintains power.

My professor said that there is no cure for DID. She told us that people can still lead fulfilling lives, despite the difficulties associated with the condition. Treatments are able to enhance quality of life and reduce severe symptoms.

There is no way to discern exactly what caused Ruth’s DID or to figure out how long it has been going on. I can’t help but wonder, though. Did something from her past trigger it? Did my grandfather know the details? He must have known since he was around her so often. Is there a chance that he was in the dark as well?

Apparently, it is possible for someone to live with DID and not even realize that they have it. Some people move through life without knowing. What would that feel like? I try to imagine it when a term flies into my mind.

Co-consciousness. That’s where hosts and alters can become simultaneously aware of each other. Given Damon’s reaction, I suspect that he is very aware of Ruth. But I do not know if the opposite holds true.

I glance around this bare-bones room and notice how different it is from the rest of the house. Aside from the garish paint color, these walls are stark. Plain and empty. There are no framed photographs or monochromatic sketches hanging on them. No vibrant art prints or collectable coins.

I shift gears and try to come up with a new plan. Think, Wren. Think. I have never encountered someone else with DID, so my experience is limited. Is there a way to trigger some sort of switch? The knowledge is beyond me, but I don’t know what else to do at this point.

When he returns, I will insist that I need to see Ruth. Obviously, there is a high chance that my request will go unmet. But it is worth a shot.

It is clear that neither Damon nor Ruth likes to be challenged. I will need to tread carefully here. In order for this to work, I will have to strike the right balance between persistence and assertion, an elusive space I’m not sure I can find.

Damon is extremely dominant, so I need to play along. I cannot come across as pushy or authoritative. Any show of imperiousness might threaten him too much. He has already tied me down and locked me in this strange room. Who knows what he might do next?
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My guess is that about an hour passes before Damon returns. Given the lack of clocks and windows in this room, I can’t be certain. I brace myself when the door lurches open.

“Hello,” I say as he approaches.

Damon seems surprised to hear me speak. He fixes his gaze on me.

“Can I please talk to Ruth?”

He turns away, focusing instead on the dreaded table of medication he has at his disposal.

“I really need to speak with her—it’s important.”

“No,” he says resolutely.

“Please,” I insist. “I would like to talk to her so⁠—”

“I said, no.” His voice blares in my ears.

I shrink against the mattress, worrying that I have already overstepped.

“Where is it?” he mutters under his breath.

I strain to see what he’s doing, but it’s too hard to tell.

“It was here before,” Damon hisses.

“What’s going on?” I ask.

“Quiet!”

I fall silent. What is he looking for? There’s more rattling and clanking before he speaks again.

“What did you do?” he demands.

I shake my head, too scared to speak.

Damon glares at me for a solid minute before turning his attention back to the table. Clattering alone fills the space between us. He glances in my direction one more time, as if remembering that I am literally tied down to a bed. I couldn’t have moved anything even if I tried.

“Damon?”

“What?” He cocks his head at me in frustration.

“What are you going to do⁠—?”

He exhales audibly and storms out of the room before I can finish my question. The door slams shut, leaving me alone with my racing thoughts. Did my grandfather know about any of this? Did he realize that Ruth has a personality disorder, or even sense that something was off? Was she able to keep it all hidden from him? The questions leave me more uneasy than I was before. Then another one pops into my head: Did my father know the truth?

The fatigue circulates through me, ebbing and flowing like a dangerous current. I feel the tug of slumber as I fight to stay awake. Whatever Damon drugged me with is clearly still working its way through my bloodstream. Between the alarm bells ringing in my brain and the heaviness of my limbs, my system is overloaded with competing sensations.

Despite a heightened level of anxiety, my eyelids begin to droop against my will. As they do, my surroundings fade to a dim vignette. Sounds heighten once my eyes shut completely. I listen to the jumble of noises around me: the creak of floorboards, a squeaky radiator, footsteps going to and fro.

I fade in and out of consciousness once again. The severity of my present circumstances does little to rouse me. I cannot fight the exhaustion. It briefly dawns on me that it’s been far too long since I have had anything to eat or drink. My stomach growls in response—twisting against my other organs out of protest. But there is nothing I can do right now.

I become so faint that I feel like I’m floating. Transcending the confines of these straps… of the ceiling. Is this real? I think I must be dreaming. The sensation is pleasant—a welcome distraction from reality.

When I finally open my eyes again, Ruth is standing right beside me. Shit. The sight of her wakes me straight up.

“D—Damon?” The name feels foreign on my lips.

The face in front of me screws into a horrifying expression—one that I cannot even describe. Bewilderment… frustration… rage. All the above. But it changes, morphing into something else. And then there is a look of calm. Serenity and stillness.

Is it Ruth? Is she back? It takes me a few moments to actually believe that Ruth is really here.

“Is it you?” I wonder aloud.

Ruth blinks twice, disorientation etched across her face. She is visibly confused. She hovers a metal tool in front of her face, holding it tight as another bizarre look flashes through her gaze. She seems just as confounded as I am.

“Ruth?” I prompt her gently.

But she remains quiet, glancing around the space as if seeing it for the first time.

I wait a while before trying again. “Ruth?”

She regards me and knits her brow together. “What happened?”

Part of me is relieved to hear her normal voice, but I don’t know what to say. She obviously has no memory of my last several interactions with Damon.

“What… What did you do?” She gestures to my tied-down figure.

“I—I didn’t do anything,” I tell her.

The creases in her forehead deepen.

“You were just about to let me go, remember?” I try, hoping desperately that she believes me.

She shakes her head and looks around the room again.

“Please, Ruth,” I try to reason with her. “Please untie me.”

She stares vacantly at me.

“I won’t tell anyone what happened, okay? I promise.”

Ruth doesn’t reply.

“Please let me go,” I say more forcefully. “You need to let me go, Ruth.”

She waves me off.

I swallow hard, wondering what to say next. She is clearly still trying to understand what is going on.

“Please don’t hurt me, Ruth. Just untie me and let me leave.”

Her other hand swipes through the air to shush me.

But I keep going. “I’ll give you whatever you want, okay? You can have the house—the property and everything. It’s yours. Yours and Damon’s.”

She whips her head around and eyes me skeptically. “What are you talking about?”

“Your, um… never mind. I just mean—it’s all yours.” When I continue speaking, though, she cuts me off again.

“Hush now.”

I do as I am told, stiffening as she walks away. Unlike Damon, Ruth shuts the door softly. I hardly even have time to process our short conversation before she returns. It’s quick enough for me to realize that Ruth is still here—Damon is gone for the time being. I watch quietly as she sets a tray on the table next to my bed. It contains a plate of food and a large glass of water.

“Time for supper,” she says, unfolding a napkin.

I lie still while she tucks it into my shirt.

“I made pasta,” she explains, as if we’re sitting down for a relaxing meal.

The first thing that pops into my head is that the food is poisoned. What if she drugged that as well? But that wouldn’t quite make sense, would it? Not when there is an entire host of meds available right here. I am still unclear on who exactly is behind all of this—Ruth or Damon. Regardless, he seems to be the one driving everything.

“Open wide,” she tells me. With extreme reluctance, I let her feed me.

The slippery noodles—drenched in a butter-laden sauce—slide down my throat with ease. I hate how good they taste. It’s been so long since I last ate, and I can barely think straight.

“Next bite,” Ruth says, forking another clump of pasta into my open mouth.

I chew quickly and force myself to thank her. This seems to please Ruth, who gingerly stabs the next chunk of noodles. When she finally brings the glass of water to my lips, I can’t help but gulp it down. My thirst is far beyond a reasonable level at this point.

“Slowly,” she commands, shaking her head.

But I continue drinking at the same pace.

“That’s enough,” she says. “It’s not polite to inhale your food.”

“Sorry,” I mumble.

“Bad manners, just like your father.”

My chest seizes. “So you did know my dad?”

Ruth ignores my question.

“You knew him?” I try again.

Ruth removes the napkin and refolds it with precision. “He was always making up stories—talking about ghosts and monsters.”

“My father was still around when you started working here?”

She nods absentmindedly, glancing around the room again. Ruth still seems to be confused about where we are. Just like I am fading in and out of consciousness, her awareness waxes and wanes.

I decide to change course. “Are we in the east wing?” I ask instead.

She furrows her brow again.

I want answers, so I keep pushing. “Why is the wing off-limits?” There’s no point in her keeping it a secret anymore. She has me trapped.

“Your grandpa demanded it.”

“Why?”

“Sadness… guilt. Remorse.” Ruth chuckles. “He wanted it preserved. Wanted to keep it just like when his precious son occupied the space… like he never left us at all.”

Her words sink in slowly. “You did know my dad,” I repeat in a whisper.

“Yes, I knew your father. I took care of him more than your grandfather did.” Lines from the letters I found come to mind as she speaks. I see how I let you down when you were a child. After your mother died, I was beside myself, you see. I wasn’t there for you in the way I should have been.

Ruth continues. “He was an entitled brat. Just like you are.”

I think of the man who raised me… the father who always made me feel loved. There was nothing entitled about him.

“But he was just a child,” I say.

“A rotten one,” she hisses under her breath.

“What did he do?”

“Rotten, rotten, rotten,” she says, not bothering to answer my question.

“What did he do that was so rotten?” I plead.

But Ruth is obviously lost in a memory.

I let the silence settle before speaking again. “Ruth?” I prompt, worried that I might lose her to Damon. I need her to stay in the here and now.

“Hmm?”

“What’s the last thing you remember? Before this?”

She keeps her focus on the far wall. Part of her must realize what is going on, even if the other part is in disbelief.

“Do you remember tying me down?”

But she doesn’t indulge my question. “You’re a foolish girl,” she derides without looking at me. “Talking nonsense, just like your father.”

With that, she turns around. I ask her to stay—calling out her name before she exits the room. But she ignores my pleas, leaving me alone once again.
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After Ruth leaves, I am left to reel from all of this new information. She knew my father—she even implied that she raised him. I took care of him more than your grandfather did. But I remain incredulous. Is that really true?

Despite the fleeting energy I experience from the dinner Ruth fed me, I am hit with another wave of exhaustion. It is odd to feel this tired considering the circumstances. After all, I am being forced to remain in a sedentary state. But all this fear and reasoning has depleted my brain power reserves.

At some point, I nod off again. My dreams are like a clip-show. A sequence of short nightmares—each one bloodier than the last. I see my family members dying in succession. First my mother, then my father. Then the grandparents I never knew. It is honestly worse than being fully conscious. After who knows how long, I wake up slowly, regaining focus as the room reorganizes itself into colors and shapes.

I immediately feel like I’m in a horror story. I think of Edgar Allan Poe and his haunting body of work. In my opinion, one of the scariest pieces he ever produced is “The Cask of Amontillado.” Assigned college reading. Simon always loved that story.

The narrative centers on revenge. Fragments of it cycle through my head as I writhe against these restraints. I imagine Montresor luring an unsuspecting Fortunato into the dark. My body shudders as I recall the plot. Montresor ultimately chains his former friend to a wall and leaves him to die. The idea of murder chills my blood even further.

I continue fighting against the binding, pushing and pulling to no avail. All I have to show for myself is a set of friction burns on each arm. But I keep trying—desperately and deliberately. I need to get out of here.

My nerves are operating on a hair trigger. Every sense is on high alert, scanning the vicinity for threats that have already been proven to exist. Given my position, my view is limited. I strain to turn my head back and forth, but my neck aches from extended pressure. I suddenly become aware of something to my right. I shift my eyes as far as I can, screaming when I see Ruth standing beside me. How long has she been there? In an instant, though, I realize it’s not her at all.

“You’re back,” I say, somehow less afraid than I was before.

Damon smiles.

“How does it work?” I ask him. “The switching…”

“She doesn’t even know I exist.”

Shit.

“It’s difficult,” he continues, pausing to relish the skepticism on my face. “But I’ve developed a system.”

“But…” I trail off. “Surely she must have some idea.”

He just laughs.

It is hard to believe that she never had any idea. Wouldn’t there have been situations that failed to add up over the years? Memory gaps? Wouldn’t something have surfaced during one of her doctor’s appointments? She doesn’t strike me as someone who would pursue therapy, but…

“I’ve gotten good at keeping myself hidden,” Damon says.

“How?” I ask him.

“This place is mine,” he says, gesturing to the room I am locked in. “Deep underneath the house—an area Ruth would never look.”

Finding out that I am being kept underneath the property only intensifies my heightened anxiety.

“There’s more,” he continues, pointing towards the door. “Out there. I needed a place to keep my things—somewhere she wouldn’t meddle. A secret place.”

“What about the east wing?” I ask. “Ruth said that it was off limits.”

“Another one of your grandfather’s stupid impositions that she accepted blindly.” He sighs. “Ruth has always played by the rules.”

That tracks. Almost every conflict I had with her stemmed from my apparent rule breaking.

“He was always so particular about everything in that wing.” Damon grits his teeth. “It was an homage to his travels… pointless collections and eccentricities.”

I think of the curated items and displays. That weird miniature door and the animatronic clown.

“After your father left, his demands grew. He wanted it to be kept in pristine condition.”

It’s strange and sad in equal measure.

“Ruth never questioned anything,” he goes on.

“Why not?”

“Wasn’t raised that way.” He shakes his head. “Her parents didn’t allow any back-talking.”

It’s interesting that he refers to them as her parents and not his own.

“That’s the difference between us. She is a follower, and I am a leader.”

I want to keep him talking—anything to prevent him from giving me more medication.

“So, do you take turns?” I ask, unsure about the correct phrasing.

He raises an eyebrow.

“How do you decide who gets to…” I trail off.

“We don’t,” he says sharply. “Ruth has played host for far too long. It’s my turn now.”

I wait for Damon to continue.

“There’s nothing fair about this,” he fumes. “I’m always there when she needs me—at her beck and call.”

I’m becoming more confused by the minute. What does he mean?

“Ruth is weak,” Damon says.

She doesn’t seem that weak to me. Before I met Damon, Ruth’s mere presence had me walking on eggshells.

“She’s pathetic.”

I frown.

“She needed me,” he says. “I’m the one who saved her. I’m the one who stood up to the bullies. It was me.”

“Bullies?”

“The kids at school—snobby brats. They used to call her Raggedy Ruth.”

I am starting to understand. I think of the primary triggers of dissociative identity disorder, recalling the mention of childhood trauma. Ruth was bullied. Maybe that is why Damon developed in the first place. Maybe that’s why she has such a fierce grip on this house. Enforcing the rules to an absolute T. Part of it boils down to a need for control she clearly lacked as a kid.

“It went on for years. Ruth was too weak to do anything,” he sneers. “So I handled it.”

I nod, trying to hide the growing lump in my throat.

He grimaces. “She is nothing without me.”

I feel a pang of sadness for Ruth. Maybe I had the wrong idea about her. Maybe she is just a victim in all of this. Maybe she didn’t do anything wrong…

“Ruth wasn’t so innocent either,” Damon says, reading my thoughts once again.

“What do you mean?”

“All those years she looked after your father, she made him feel like he was crazy. I’ve never seen such fear in a child’s eyes.” A glimmer of something flashes through his, but I am too scared to know what it is.

“You knew my dad too?”

He nods. For years I was locked away, unable to see the light.” He scowls. “But then Ruth started working here, and I came back. Thanks to your father.”

“What do you mean? Why did my father⁠—”

“He reminded Ruth of those grade school kids. The ones who made fun of her. The ones who never had to want for anything.” His voice rises.

I try to process what Damon is telling me. He developed during Ruth’s childhood, but went away until she got older. My father reminded her of her tormenters, and that triggered Damon’s return.

“They were all born with a silver spoon, too. Spoiled and cruel—every last one of them.”

By now, it’s evident that the only crime my father committed was being born to a wealthy set of parents.

“Your grandmother coddled him for far too long,” Damon continues.

“My grandma?” I still know virtually nothing about her.

He purses his lips.

“What happened to her?”

“She died,” he says matter-of-factly.

“How?”

“An… accident.”

“What kind of accident?”

“It was tragic,” he says with an air of drama.

I think I see a grin flash across his mouth, but it’s too subtle to tell. Damon couldn’t have killed her, could he?

“Did you…” I trail off.

“What exactly are you asking?” Damon’s face has turned to stone.

“Was it really an accident?” I surprise myself with my brashness.

His eyes shoot daggers into mine. Holy hell.

I let it go for now, shifting to the issue at the forefront of my mind. “Why did my dad run away?”

He shrugs. “Maybe he got scared. He was always talking about this place being haunted. Especially after poor Mommy died…”

His words hit me like thunderbolts.

“It wasn’t difficult to play with that little head of his.” His eyes darken. “After all, rich kids scare easily.”

“You messed with him,” I whisper, a pang of frustration flooding my core. “What did you do to him?” I imagine my father as a terrified little boy. No wonder he swore off horror stories. He basically grew up in one. “Did you hurt him?”

Again, he smiles.

The frustration inside of me has morphed into full-blown anger. “Later on, my grandfather tried to contact my dad, to apologize,” I say. “Are you the one who intercepted all of those letters?”

Another chuckle, then a nod.

“Why?”

“Stupid girl,” he admonishes. “I wanted your dad gone.”

“Because he reminded you of the bullies.”

“I never cared about that,” he says. “That was Ruth.”

I meet his smugness with a glare. “Money? Is that it?” I gesture to the ceiling. “You wanted the house to yourself?”

“He was going to leave it all to her, you know,” Damon says. “It would have been perfect.”

There’s a beat of silence as his words wash over me. He’s talking about my grandfather.

“Ruth took care of that man for decades.” He scoffs. “I did too. We scrubbed his floors, cooked his food, cleaned his room.” He pauses. “We even wiped his ass at the end.”

I chew on my lower lip.

“And this is the thanks we get?” he continues. “He goes off and leaves the entire property to some entitled brat.”

Entitled brat?

“Part of me didn’t actually believe you existed…” He trails off. “He didn’t even know about you until right before his death.”

“How did he even find out?”

“Old age made him… sentimental. He became obsessed with next of kin.” He throws air quotes around the phrase.

“So, did he hire an investigator or something?”

“How should I know?” Damon jeers. “He had no living family. We were his family.”

I am preoccupied, trying to figure out how Damon’s presence went unnoticed. “Did my grandpa know about you?” I ask.

“Not until the very end.”

“Damon,” I say, voice barely a whisper. “My grandfather didn’t die of natural causes, did he?”

His only response is a toothy grin. But this time, it isn’t subtle at all.
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My heart pounds against my chest. The puzzle pieces were muddled before—too jumbled to make sense of. But it all adds up now. Everything makes sense. In this moment, I understand.

Ruth was bullied in school, and she developed DID as a result. Damon is her alter. He rarely came out until years later, though, when Ruth started working here. My dad reminded her of the cruel schoolkids, and his presence ultimately caused Damon to reappear.

Damon taunted my father. I still don’t know all of the details, but I am not sure I want to. My imagination is already running wild with possibilities. After my dad ran away, Ruth regained and maintained her position as host. Damon is obviously resentful and bitter about the whole thing. He wants to take over full time.

I also know the truth about my grandfather’s death. Damon murdered my grandfather in cold blood. Despite knowing the facts, I am still overcome by the shock of everything. My own blood boils over as I look at Damon, this stranger who has taken so much from my family. My father’s peace of mind. My grandfather’s life. My chance of meeting my only living relative. It was all Damon.

My sadness quickly morphs into rage. I try to snap myself out of it, staying focused on the main issue at hand. My survival. This man is going to kill me, and I need to figure out how to escape.

“Where does Ruth go when you’re here?” I ask.

He cocks his head at me.

“Where is she right now?”

He doesn’t validate either question with a response.

I try something different, pandering to his arrogance. “If Ruth doesn’t know about you, then how do you know about her?”

“I’m smarter than she is,” he says.

I sigh, hoping that he might elaborate.

“Like I said, I’ve had to be careful all these years. Tiptoeing around to keep her in the dark. Staying one step ahead so she maintained her ignorance.”

I silently wonder if it’s really Ruth I have been interacting with these past several days. Was Damon just pretending to be her? He’s clearly manipulative, and the possibility sends chills through me.

“I’m tired of living in the shadows,” he says gruffly. I realize he wants to be free, so he won’t have to hide his true identity anymore.

“I need to eliminate everyone who knows Ruth,” he continues. “Anyone who might threaten my plan.”

I instantly think of Frederick. Does he know Ruth? Surely, he must have met her.

“That annoying lawyer poses no threat to me,” he says, one step ahead. “I don’t mind playing dumb when he finally comes around.”

I swallow hard. Then my thoughts jump elsewhere, to my grandfather.

“Don’t worry.” He winks at me. “Your grandfather didn’t suffer for long. I put him out of his misery. I ended things quickly with one of these,” he says, gesturing to the tray of syringes and injections. “Maybe that’s how I’ll end your life too.”

I watch in horror as he fingers the tools nonchalantly.

“Won’t Ruth try to stop you?” I ask. I don’t care how stupid it sounds.

He slams down an instrument. “I’m done with this child’s game,” his voice booms. “I refuse to sneak around her anymore. Playtime is over for Ruth. It’s my turn.”

My brain short-circuits. Is it really possible for an alter to take over full time? Will Ruth try to stop him? Will she resist? Maybe she won’t even realize…

“My turn,” he repeats.

Clearly, questioning Damon is only intensifying an already escalated situation. There is no point in attempting to reason with him. So I try something different. I decide to sympathize—empathize—to convince him that I am on his side.

“Damon,” I say, making a last-ditch effort. “I think I understand.”

He scoffs, but his body language betrays an interest in what I have to say.

“I didn’t get it before, but I do now.” I modulate my tone. “You’re tired of living this way. Always having to be on call when Ruth needs you… never knowing when you’ll get to step forward.”

He regards me with curiosity, keenness.

“You deserve better.”

“Go on,” he says.

“I can’t imagine what you went through,” I continue. “I can’t imagine what you go through…” I suck in a breath. “But I agree that you deserve much better.”

Damon blinks at me, surprise taking hold of his face.

Is this actually working? Is he buying any of it? There is no way to know for sure.

“Of course you can’t imagine,” he retorts. “You can’t understand.”

“You’re right. I’m sorry—so sorry.” I frown at him. “No one should have to deal with that.”

Damon doesn’t say anything. I’m worried I have oversaturated my show of sympathy—laid it on way too thick. What is he thinking?

“Look,” I say, trying a similar strategy to the one I employed with Ruth earlier. “You can still let me go. Nothing will happen. I won’t tell a soul.”

He turns his head to stare at me.

My heartbeat thuds rapidly. “I promise.”

His face brightens—lips curling upwards briefly before falling into a hard line. “That’s a risk I can’t afford.”

My shoulders sink. I imagine him running poison through my veins as I writhe against the straps holding me in place.

My skin burns as I continue trying to wriggle out of the ties binding me to this mattress. The friction is so painful that I chew on my tongue to keep from crying out. But I keep going, unable to think of anything else that might help. I am on my literal deathbed.

Damon wants me gone. He has no reason to keep me alive, and every reason to kill me. He wants agency. Freedom. Full rein of the house, total access to this property. He wants to live in the light. With me in the picture, he gets none of that.

But nothing I’ve tried has worked. I am stuck here, wholly at this man’s—this stranger’s—mercy. Maybe my fate is sealed.

Damon’s voice pulls me out of my head. “It’s time to end this. I’ll be back.”

Damon’s promise echoes through the room. He is going to do it soon. He’s going to kill me.

At the same time, Doc’s words circle my brain as I shrink inside of this now-empty room. One thing is clear, Wren, he told me during one of our first few sessions. You have a strong will. You’re a survivor. I shrugged it off at the time. Honestly, I probably rolled my eyes as soon as I stepped out of his office. But right now, I need the reminder more than anything.

I’m a survivor. I repeat the phrase quietly to myself. So many times that I lose count. That’s what they called me after the crash. I survived, but it was the worst night of my entire life.

Damon’s voice lingers long after he leaves. It’s time to end this. His promise echoes through the room, bouncing off each wall and looming like a beast overhead. He’s going to do it soon. He’s going to kill me.

With the door shut, I don’t bother concealing my efforts to break free. Every ounce of energy I have left goes towards straining against the straps. Trying desperately to untie these knots. Flexing, twisting, writhing. Whatever I can do to steal a fighting chance. This will work because it has to. I don’t waste precious moments convincing myself otherwise.
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Damon flings the door open and treads across the room, leaving the dimly lit hallway exposed. I peer up at him, swallowing back every word that comes to the surface.

“Let’s see.” He rifles through the tools at his disposal. “What should I use?”

What Damon doesn’t know could change everything. With extreme caution, I adjust my position. The second that Damon is distracted by his tools, I reach up and grab anything I might be able to use as a weapon. I settle on something cool and sharp, Then I bring it back down and move my arm back into place before his gaze returns.

I try to steady my breath as he scans the restraints. I lie still, making sure it still appears that my entire body is tied down. He resumes sorting through the medications. I’m so scared that I am shaking. I clutch the syringe I just took from the table. What if Damon notices that it’s gone?

I tremble as I muster up the remaining courage I need. This is it. I mentally coach myself. It’s now or never. Do it.

Without letting another minute pass, I reach up and slam the needle into Damon’s side. Then I pry my hand away and begin untying every successive knot. I sit up straight as soon as I can, overcome by dizziness as blood rushes to my head.

The room warps around me while I catch a glimpse of Damon. His face contorts in shock as he yanks the needle from his flesh.

“What. Did. You. Do?” he demands, wincing in pain.

I have no idea what I have just injected him with, and I do not have time to figure it out. Instead, I focus on the remaining braces still binding me to this mattress. My fingers scurry around in a mad dash as I try to untie them.

Damon sinks to the floor as I work. His voice booms in my ears, but I am too fixated on the straps. So much so that his threats fade to background noise. When I finally free my legs, I get up with a jolt. Feeling floods my body as adrenaline surges through me.

Damon tries to grab me as I climb off the bed. I manage to get away, but I can tell that I am moving slowly. Too slowly. It’s like wading through a swamp. I need to hurry. Walking feels foreign, demanding. I am unsteady at best. I am also lightheaded—completely devoid of energy.

The wooziness persists as I make my way across the carpet. When I pause to take a breath, a million competing sensations hijack my brain. Grab another syringe. Run! Find a weapon. Get out! Kill him so he can’t kill you.

I glance at Damon, who is still lying on the floor. Whatever was in that syringe must have been potent. I can only hope that my system fares better than his. Although several hours have passed since my last dose, I am still lethargic and weary.

“You’ll never make it out,” Damon shouts as I leave the room. “I’ll find you.”

His words haunt me as I stumble down the hall and try to regain my bearings. Where am I? If we’re under the house, there must be a staircase, but where?

Commotion from the back room tells me that Damon is trying to get up. I should have given him another shot… stabbed him. In the movies, that’s the mistake characters so often make—failing to injure the attacker enough to stop them. Will that be my downfall too?

I don’t want a death on my hands, but most of all, I want to stay alive. After I take one more look to ensure that Damon is not following me, I pick up my pace and keep moving. Damon probably knows this place well enough to move around in this dim light, but I don’t. I can’t find a light switch anywhere. In the gloom, my mind plays cruel tricks, making me jump whenever I hear an unexpected sound.

I round another corner, eventually finding my way to a heavy door at the end of the hall. Behind it is a staircase leading up to the main level. Finally. I try to fight the fatigue that leaves me panting and out of breath, but it’s futile. Exhausted doesn’t even begin to cover it.

A heavy fog overcomes me as I reach the landing. I crash into the wall, leaning against it for support as I struggle to stand. I feel like I’m going to pass out. I have been horizontal for so long that remaining upright is a battle. Beyond that, whatever Damon drugged me with continues to circulate in my system. The stairwell sways in a nauseating spiral. I screw my eyes shut until the motion stops, clinging to the railing for stability. Once I regain the slightest bit of balance, I resume my efforts.

Despite my faintness, I manage to ascend the last step. Being back on the main floor is oddly unsettling. Though only a few days have passed, it feels like it’s been so long since I was last here. The lights are still out. Ruth—or Damon—has lit hundreds of candles that are still burning, flickering an eerie glow across every wall.

Keep moving.

Still wobbly, I press my hands to the walls as I go down the corridor. The sight of daylight streaming in from the foyer makes my heart lurch. I made it.

I grasp the knob in a swift and eager motion. But as I swing the door open, the wind hollers and screeches, encasing me in a tidal wave of chilled air. The storm is so powerful that I can barely force my way outside. I fight against it, using every ounce of strength left in my muscles. I need to get out of here.

This weather is more intense than I have ever experienced. I trudge through several feet of snow, fighting against the current pushing me back. My bones rattle like the window panes above. My knees begin to buckle beneath me, and I feel like I am going to collapse.

The blizzard is so brutal that I cannot even clear the front yard—much less make it past the iron gates. I keep going, but there is no point. In my race against the clock, I am losing. Badly. After a few more failed attempts, I change course and retreat to the house.

I push the door open again and burst inside. Blood rushes back into my fingers and toes. My cheeks burn while I work desperately to come up with a new plan. Time is disappearing. My mind jumps frantically from one idea to the next. Then it hits me—the landline.

In the kitchen, I pry the phone off the wall. I hover my fingers over the keypad, ready to dial 911. The numbers blur. When I finally manage to tap the correct digits, I press the receiver to my ear and wait. It only rings once before someone answers.

“Nine-one-one—What is your emergency?”

“Please!” I shout into the phone. “I need help. He’s got me trapped and I need to leave⁠—”

“Okay, ma’am,” says the operator. The voice on the other end is equal parts calming and efficient. “I need to ask you a few questions. What is your name?”

“Wren—my name is Wren Lee.”

“Okay, Wren,” he says. “Can you tell me your address?”

I screw my eyes shut and try to remember the numbers.

“Wren?” he prompts.

“Yes, sorry,” I say, scouring the vicinity for a piece of mail. I grab an envelope and read from the front: 3769 Dorothea Circle.

“Thank you.”

My breath is ragged, chest heaving as I answer more queries.

“What exactly is happening?” he asks.

I spill everything out in one run-on sentence.

“Are there any weapons present?”

“No—not that I know of. He has needles… injections and medical tools, but no guns or anything like that.”

I hear him typing on the other end. He asks me a few additional questions before we finish.

“All right, ma’am,” he says. “I will have someone dispatched to you soon.”

I thank him and pull the phone away.

“Please stay on the⁠—”

Shit. It’s too late. I have already clicked the receiver back into place out of habit.
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Unsure of what to do next, I bite my lip and look around the kitchen. My eyes still haven’t fully adjusted to the dimness. I debate calling back, but I don’t know how to reach the same operator. Besides, he already said that help will be on the way soon.

Where should I go now? I have no idea how long it will take for someone to get here. Factoring in the property’s remote location—plus the storm’s path—doesn’t ease my concern in the slightest. It might be a while. What if it takes too long? What if it’s too late by the time they arrive?

As valuable seconds tick by, the threat of Damon making his way upstairs looms large. I quiet my breath and listen closely. What is that sound? I think I hear a commotion beneath the house. Am I imagining it?

I use the candlelight to navigate a path back to the entryway. As I proceed down the corridor, though, I hear something else. It must be Damon.

Ever so slowly, I lean around the edge of the wall to steal a glimpse of the basement. It’s shrouded in darkness. It is hard to make anything out clearly, so I lean in closer and strain to get a better angle. Then I see a sudden flash of movement. It’s him.

Right before I jerk away, we lock eyes. It happens in a split second that feels like eternity. I cannot unsee that sinister stare… the wrath written across his face. It’s inked onto my psyche.

I don’t wait around for Damon to start on the stairs. My heartbeat accelerates as I run down the hall and round a sharp corner. I hit my elbow on something on the console table, but I do not stop to see what it is. I keep going, and I don’t look back.

After a brief pause at the doorway, I inhale and clasp the knob. I have no choice but to go back outside and hope the weather won’t be as bad as it was before. I brace myself, opening the front door as another burst of frigid air overcomes me. It’s strong enough to shove me further inside, a vicious and obstinate force. The wind howls sharply as I struggle to push back. With as much might as I can muster, I fling my body into the stark white expanse.

All I can feel is mind-numbing cold. All I can see is snow—stretching on for miles and miles. The depth of the slush immediately absorbs my energy, deadening it in one swift motion. After a few perilous strides, I fall face first onto the ground. The shock paralyzes me. I try to get up, battling against another powerful blow of wind. I stand briefly—slowly regaining my balance—only to collapse again.

Several more failed attempts leave me aggravated and breathless. My body is becoming weaker with every bit of exertion. I feel myself waning. It is different than before—not the strange, drugged-up haze that Damon’s medicine left me with. Not like losing consciousness or falling asleep. This is something else.

I can only describe it as a protracted fade. As if the most vital pieces of me are gradually departing… forever lost to the elements brewing above. Is this really how it ends for me?

A voice—far off and faint—steals my attention. It tells me to fight harder. I whip around, trying to find its source—its owner. But there is no one else here. The yard is empty, and Damon is still inside the house.

The voice is mine, I realize. But no matter how strongly I want to live, that desire is no match for this storm. No match for the strain my body has endured.

Then I hear it. Fight harder. Keep going. I will myself to try, however hopeless the situation seems. I drag my body across the icy land—crawling when walking becomes too difficult, as my limbs are numbed.

Moving at such a slow pace swells my paranoia. When will the police arrive? Even slowed by whatever it was I gave him, it is only a matter of time before Damon reaches me.

I catch a glimpse of my left arm; it’s pale as bone. My thin clothing is no match for these severe conditions. I shiver uncontrollably, bristling as damp clings to my skin. I quickly lose the remaining feeling in my appendages. Once again, that same fading sensation takes hold. I am vanishing—disappearing. Stuck between here and there. Lost between the living and the dead.

In the midst of some indefinable moment, I become aware of a hissing sound. I crane my neck around to catch a glimpse of whatever is causing it. My eyelids—heavy and drooping—shoot open instantly. There is an orange blaze outlining the house. A fire.

I do a double take, confirming that the structure is indeed burning. The flames spread quicker than I can track. Their glare blinds me. Am I imagining this?

The contrast of the fire raging against the snow is striking. Rich auburn collides with bright white. Flames lick the edges of my inheritance—the home where my father grew up. An estate that remains encased in secrecy. I might never get to go back inside, even if I wanted to.

The front door sways back and forth, still thrown open from my recent escape. My gaze traces the path that led me here. I follow my deep trail of footprints from the entrance to the exact spot I lie in now. I am positioned far away from the structure—several yards at least. But the blaze continues to expand at an alarming rate.

The sight ignites another jolt of effort within me. I try again—harder this time—to get myself out of harm’s way. As I go, I imagine the inferno eradicating everything in its wake. Decimating the mysterious mansion. Scorching these haunted grounds. I see the whole place burning up—turning to ember and ash.

Stately and ancient, the mansion is flanked by thickets of spindly, towering trees. Climbing ivy crawls up slates of soft stone, with worn columns standing sentinel on either side.

This property clings so tightly to the past that I can almost see its original glamor. I imagine layers of unblemished bricks and spotless glass windows. Pristinely manicured hedges and a lawn stretching across the front yard. A legacy. But now, it’s all disappearing.

A cacophony of chaos whirls around me. The fire snaps and crackles. The wind screams… the sounds clash and swell—pure dissonance. I shudder as they grow even louder. The combination of noises and sensations is too harsh for me to swallow. In the throes of my system overload, I feel a familiar pull. Something dragging me towards the incident… the night that everything changed. A flashback.

I know better than to resist it. As I have learned, that only makes things worse. Perhaps my mind is so desperate for an escape that this is all it can conjure up. The lesser of two evils. So here, in the bitter and biting cold, I succumb to the full memory. I surrender.

Once again, I am thrown back into the chaos of that night…

Simon and I exit the museum in an exultant rush. Cézannes, Dalís, and Van Goghs smile at us from the art-lined walls we have both come to love. Flowers burst from two-dimensional vases in brilliant shades of paint and pastel. After leaving, we make it to the car and kiss again before heading home. As Simon drives, I catch glimpses of my ring sparkling. How foreign it feels. Treasured, but foreign.

We have only been dating for a year, and I’m caught up in the whirlwind of it all. The expedited timeline of our relationship might ruffle some of Simon’s family’s feathers, but I don’t care. Right now, all I can think about is the magic of this evening.

I reach across and take his hand in mine. It’s always the perfect temperature—warm against my cold skin. Simon squeezes my palm as we merge onto the winding freeway. Save for the occasional pair of headlights, the road is dark and expansive. It’s ours.

“We should get married next month,” I say with a wry smile.

Simon laughs at my joke.

“In all seriousness, though,” I add. “I could totally be one of those people who stays engaged for years.”

“Years?” Simon raises a brow.

“Yeah. As long as we get to milk the hell out of this thing.” I gesture to the ring on my finger.

“Oh I see,” he says. “Presents and perks.”

“Exactly. Your friends have always been the generous type.”

Simon chuckles. “I can’t wait to marry you.”

“Sure, sure.” I wave a hand through the air. “Save it for the vows.”

We pause at a stop sign with no cars in sight.

“Hey,” he says, turning to face me. “I mean it.”

I soften at the look in his eyes.

“I love you, Wren.”

I lean towards him, giving into the gravity of another long kiss.

“I love you too, Si⁠—”

Just then, his phone vibrates in his pocket. We both laugh at the timing. But our mutual reaction dies just seconds later.

“Who is it?” I wonder as he glances down at the illuminated screen.

“No one,” he says, waving it off.

When the phone vibrates again, I can’t help but comment. “Someone really wants to get ahold of you.”

“Yeah, seriously,” he grumbles, shoving it back into his pocket.

“Is it work?”

He nods, fixing his stare straight ahead.

I trust him, especially since his boss has no respect for set office hours. I’ve lost count of the number of times work has interrupted our dates.

We resume our wedding conversation before turning on the radio. Then his phone rings again.

“Just say that you’re busy,” I suggest. “Tell him you’re with your fiancée.” The word tastes strange on my tongue—strange but delicious.

Simon offers a terse laugh and shakes his head.

Something about his response doesn’t sit right. His forced nonchalance flags something in me. Concern. Doubt.

“I’ll just ignore him,” he says.

“Okay.” I try to shift my focus, but part of me is still suspicious. The instinct grows as we continue onward.

“So,” Simon says, trying to change the subject. “What about a destination wedding?”

“That’s a cool idea.”

“We could get married in one of our favorite places—maybe a spot we’ve traveled to?”

A grin blooms on my lips. “Remember when we stayed in that Swiss hostel?”

“How could I forget?” He matches my smile. “You get what you pay for… we learned the hard way.”

That experience—though awful in the moment—has turned into a cherished memory for both of us. Time has a way of doing that. It can obscure the negatives… dull the pain. If only it worked that way for everything.

I am about to bring up another location when Simon’s phone vibrates.

“Okay,” I say, reaching across the middle console. “Your boss needs to chill out.”

Simon immediately leans to the left, moving his phone out of my reach.

“What the heck?”

“Just leave it,” he says a little too sharply.

A major pang of irritation strikes me. “I don’t understand why you’re being so cagey,” I say under my breath.

He doesn’t respond.

Simon and I rarely fight. And tonight, of all nights—a time when we should be blissful and excited—seems especially unfortunate. We’re both speechless for what feels like half an hour. The drive back is a long one, made even longer by the extended silence.

Thankfully, Simon eventually apologizes. “I shouldn’t have snapped,” he says, pulling his phone out of his pocket and turning it off. “You mean so much more to me than anything—or anyone—else.”

We make up quickly. We start reminiscing about our past and dreaming about our shared future.

“Tank’s low,” I say, glancing at the dash.

“Oh shoot—let’s stop for gas.”

We take the nearest exit and pull up next to an empty pump.

“I’m gonna run inside and pay,” Simon says.

I sit in the car as he walks into the illuminated minimart. While I wait, I fiddle with the radio until I settle on a station that has decent reception. I watch him walk to the register, searching for the cashier. No one is there. Simon rings a bell on the counter and waits. I smile at my fiancé, realizing that everything is about to change. Marriage. Vows. The real deal.

In the middle of my daydream, I see Simon pull out his cell. It’s impossible to make anything out from here, but it looks like he’s scrolling through messages or texts. I see him hesitate before pressing the phone to his ear. Is he calling someone, or listening to a message?

My question is answered swiftly. Simon’s lips move inaudibly—saying something unknown to someone mysterious. It’s probably just his boss, I tell myself. That’s what he implied before we stopped. Just a stupid work call. Why does it bother me so much?

I study Simon’s body language, noting the apparent ease in his shoulders. That’s my first clue—Simon is usually a bundle of nerves whenever he talks to his boss, Jon. Strike one. Then he starts to laugh at something. Not a small chuckle—an exaggerated laugh. This is especially odd, since Jon isn’t exactly a comedian. Simon’s face is normally stone whenever he answers. Strike two.

And then there’s the biggest tell of all. Simon runs a slow hand through his wavy hair. Shit. My heart nearly stops. Coming from anyone else, the gesture might seem harmless. It would be harmless. But not from Simon. It’s what he did when he first asked me out. One of his flirtatious quirks—something I previously found endearing.

I stew in silence, unable to discard the disbelief mounting inside of me. My gaze is still plastered to the minimart. An attendant finally appears, ringing Simon up and presenting him with a receipt. He thanks her before striding back out towards the car.

“Everything okay?” I ask once he climbs back into the driver’s seat.

“Yeah—just felt like something sweet.” He sets three bags of candy into the cupholders. “I thought we could split these on the way home.”

“My favorite,” I say, tearing open a pack of peanut M&M’s. The sweet and nutty flavor floods my mouth as we merge back onto the freeway.

“You sure everything is all right?” I push.

“Yep,” he says. “Of course.”

I bristle at the edge in his voice. Does he even realize that I saw him talking? A few beats of silence pass before he speaks again.

“So, where were we? Destination weddings, right?”

Simon continues talking, but his voice fades to the background. My attention fixes itself to his phone, which is now conveniently placed on his side of the dash. I can almost touch it.

“What about you?” he asks. “Any other ideas?”

But before I even realize it, something inside of me snaps. I reach across and start to grab Simon’s cell.

He swats my hand away—so fast it must be instinctual.

“Wren—what the hell?”

I move my arm to use a different angle before Simon swipes again.

“What are you doing?” His voice rises.

I don’t answer him. Instead, I reach across once again, grabbing at the phone more aggressively this time. But Simon is too fast.

“I just want to see it,” I say, prying it from his fingers while he tries to avert my grasp.

“Why?” he practically shouts.

Then the phone lights up with another call. But it’s not Jon. It’s her: Allison. Her name and photo fill the large screen. The aforementioned info isn’t incriminating in and of itself. But the next thing I see is.

When Simon’s face unlocks his screen, Allison’s text displays at full brightness.

I need to hear your voice again




And there it is. All the evidence I need, staring me straight in the face. It’s crazy how everything can change in one brutal instant. In this moment, I realize that everything we had is now lost. It’s gone forever.

Things only escalate from there. Simon’s guilt is palpable, seeping from his pores like sweat. He gets defensive. We fight. Then Simon starts spewing out lousy excuses. It was a stupid mistake. She doesn’t mean anything to me. At some point, he takes his eyes off the road. We’re both yelling. I reach for the phone again, inadvertently hitting the wheel in the process. Simon loses control of the car. We swerve.

The next thing I know, we are spinning, skidding, spiraling. Racing across a dark country road. Colors and shapes morph into disordered blurs as we pick up speed. Every muscle in my body clenches like a fist. After only a few seconds, we collide with something in the darkness.

I slowly regain awareness. What is happening? When I wake again, everything is hazy. Distorted. My limbs ache, and my brain feels like a pin cushion. All the blood is rushing to my head.

“Si?” I say in a raspy tone. “Are you okay?”

There is no response. We’re flipped upside down. I hang awkwardly, suspended from my seatbelt in a painful twist. I see cracks in the glass. Objects scattered across the car.

I cannot tell where we are. Definitely not still on the freeway. Are we on the side of the road? Did we drive straight off the pavement? Tumble into a ditch? The questions fly through my mind as I struggle to move.

Our running lights are still turned on, and I can start to make out trees and shrubs. We must have gone over the side.

“Simon?” I ask again, willing him to answer.

But there is no response.

“Si?”

I hear the fear in my own voice. He’s just sleeping, I tell myself, regardless of whether or not I actually believe it. I bring a shaky hand to my forehead and touch a gooey spot at the edge of my scalp. It’s wet and warm, dripping with fresh blood. As I draw my palm away, I see the crimson stain trailing down my wrist.

The sight of it does little to faze me. There is no way to properly assess my injuries, and my focus is on how to get out of here. Did anyone see the accident? If not, there’s a chance we will be stuck here for the rest of the night.

Simon’s phone is unreachable, so I search for my own to call for help. I glance anxiously around the vehicle, to no avail. It was sitting in my lap before we crashed, so it must have been thrown somewhere upon impact. Maybe it’s in the backseat? I strain to turn my head, but my neck cries out in pain.

My wound continues bleeding until I feel dazed and woozy. It’s like a lethal mix of dehydration and an excruciating hangover. I fight the faintness, trying to stay awake. But despite my resolve, I begin to fade.

One by one, my senses dull. Sight and taste… smell and touch. The final one to go is my hearing. I don’t know how long passes before I fully lose consciousness again. One of the last things I hear is the wail of sirens. I talk to Simon, telling him that we’re going to be all right. We’re going to make it.

It’s only once the paramedics arrive that my reality is shattered. They tell me that I’m the only survivor. Simon is gone, and I feel like the sole person left on the planet. Why is he dead? I ask myself. Why am I still here? I scream out for him, calling his name until my throat burns with strain.

Sounds blare in my ears until I can no longer distinguish between then and now… until I cannot separate memory from reality.
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Something takes hold of me as the fire continues to roar. I drop back into my body. Back into the present. The force returns me to the here and now. My mind plummets to new depths of despair as I regain awareness of the snow, the storm. My limbs are still riveted in place—frozen beneath a shifting sky.

Violent tears stream down my face, blurring my vision as my chest heaves back and forth. Emotions clash within me. Grief and regret and anger and shock—everything amplifies to a new level of intensity.

This is the first time that I have remembered everything in succession. I finally have the answer I have been searching for—clarity on the missing chunk of time that has plagued me incessantly. But there is no relief. There is only more pain.

The flashbacks feel so vivid, so visceral. I can’t keep reliving that night anymore. Why is part of me still locked in the past? The cold numbs my body all over again as I struggle to answer my own question. How can I free myself?

When Simon died, I lost my fiancé. My constant. Almost losing my own life in the process compounded everything. Why did I survive?

Only half of me is really here. The rest is stuck in an incessant loop, trapped and doomed. Simon’s face lingers in my thoughts. He’s everywhere. I guess I still haven’t forgiven either of us for what happened.

The realization hits me like a bullet. I am clinging to the rage that colored our last argument. Loving and hating Simon… obsessing over his mistake. Replaying the final things we said to each other.

I thought Simon was the love of my life. And then I found out the truth. He betrayed me, destroyed everything we had. It’s only now that I realize I didn’t have time to mourn the loss properly.

There was a funeral, of course. I cried for him—for us. I grieved the person I thought was going to be my forever. I cried for his parents’ loss. For his siblings and friends. I compartmentalized.

I didn’t allow myself to feel what I needed to feel. Indignation and envy… rage. It didn’t seem appropriate to hate someone who had just passed away. Is it possible to love a person and hate them at the same time? My body tells me yes, but my mind remains unconvinced. Maybe both can be true.

After Simon died, part of my anger was buried with him. But it never truly went away. Yes, it’s only now that I fully understand this. Collapsed on the snow, life on the line. To say the timing is inconvenient would almost be laughable. Almost.

Is my own life coming to an end? Is there some sort of twisted poetic justice at play? I can barely muster the strength to process what’s happening as a bevy of mistakes and regrets flashes through my head.

Then it hits me. I need to unscrew the lid—to let everything out. Anger, fear, and sadness. The only way out is through. So I allow myself to scream. I let myself cry. My tears fall into the powdery snow, probably freezing on impact.

“Hello, beautiful.”

I don’t even open my eyes. Of course he found me. Of course his ghost—the one I’ve let haunt me for too long—is still here.

“You would have been better off not knowing. This is why I couldn’t tell you what happened between us.”

I shake my head. Maybe he’s right. Is it pointless to dredge up what I should leave in the past?

“You’re not here,” I say.

He cocks his head to the side. “Aren’t I?”

“This isn’t real.”

“Wren.” His voice is steady and deep. “C’mon.”

“You’re a ghost,” I tell him, choking back a sob. It’s all I can do not to cry.

“Baby.” He reaches out and wipes away my fallen tears. “It’s okay.”

I close my eyes, giving into the memory of him. He feels so warm… so alive.

He runs his thumb along my finger—straight over the place where my engagement ring sat so briefly. I only got to wear it for a matter of hours. After the accident, it ended up in a bloody bag of belongings at the hospital. The thought reminds me of my last encounter with Simon’s family.

His parents never approved of our relationship in the first place, and they had the gall to restate that fact shortly after his death. When his mom and dad came to visit during my recovery, they even asked for the engagement ring back. I was so stunned that I gave it to them.

Simon takes my hand again, kissing it while humming the beginning of our song. “Dream a Little Dream of Me.”

“No,” I say, cutting him off. “Stop.”

“I never meant to hurt you. I never meant to break your heart.”

My chest swells with emotions I can barely identify. Shock, rage, dismay. I need to let go. I need to let go of the anger, and I need to let go of him. “I forgive you, Simon,” I sob. “I forgive you.” My voice is fainter than a whisper.

“Wren…”

I take one last look at his face, pale even against the falling snow. “It’s time for you to leave.”

Remembering hurts like nothing else. But it’s the only way for me to finally move on. To free myself for good. I will never forget what happened between us. It’s impossible. Even now, the ache still feels fresh in my mind. But I forgive him in order to forgive myself. It’s time to move on. I shudder uncontrollably in the midst of the snow, desperate for some elusive release. Maybe it’s catharsis, or maybe it’s the freezing temperatures. Either way, my body trembles with unrivaled pain.

My lids flutter open to meet a pair of stark fluorescent lights. Bright and glaring, they cast everything in a sickly greenish tint. Where am I? My head hangs heavy with a strange weight. An intense fullness. My tongue is dry and rough—sandpaper against my gums. It takes a few moments for me to realize where I am.

A monitor stands at my bedside, beeping as an IV administers some sort of unidentified liquid. I stiffen at the sight of the tubes running in and out of my pale skin. They remind me of Damon—of where I was before I escaped.

The last thing I remember is passing out in the front yard. What happened between then and now? Did Ruth make it out of the house? The questions plague my fuzzy brain with confusion and fear.

I jump when someone knocks twice.

“Good morning,” says a perky voice.

A nurse named Amy takes my vitals and brings me a cup of warm tea. Then she tells me what happened. By the time the police arrived, the house had all but burned down. I most likely passed out from a combination of cold and shock—maybe both.

“There were a fair number of sedatives in your system,” she adds quietly.

I swallow hard.

“It was enough to knock anyone out… especially someone of your size.”

Amy looks at me expectantly, perhaps hoping for clarification. But I am too wiped out to provide an explanation.

“I’ll let you get some rest,” she tells me. “Let me know if you need anything.”

I relax into the apparent protection of my new surroundings. I’m safe now, I tell myself. It’s going to be all right.

“Ms. Lee?”

I look up to see a police officer standing in the doorway.

“Yes,” I say, propping myself up. “Come in.”

She walks towards me and introduces herself as Officer Braden.

“I’d like to ask you a few questions if that’s okay.”

“Of course.”

“Can you tell me exactly what happened?”

What a loaded query. I draw in a deep breath, preparing to tell her everything I remember. Every last detail. Then I walk through the entire sequence until I am mentally and physically exhausted. Hearing myself explain what happened out loud is bizarre. It’s like I am listening to someone else describe each event.

“That’s quite a story,” Officer Braden says.

Does she not believe me?

“Let’s see,” she continues, running through her notes. “Are you aware that you had a high level of barbiturates in your bloodstream?”

“That makes sense,” I say, referring back to my account. “Ruth—Damon—drugged me several times while I was trapped in the basement.” I’m still not sure how to properly refer to Ruth’s alter.

“Right.” She jots something down and furrows her brow.

I wait in anticipation. This whole thing is confusing, but it’s the truth. What more can I tell her?

“Do you remember when you first noticed the fire?”

Visions of flames dance through my mind as I recount the blaze. I am still trying to figure out what caused everything in the first place.

Officer Braden tells me that the fire investigators will work to identify its origin. “They’ll look for burn patterns… objects… hazards,” she says. “Things like that.”

The officer asks me a few more questions before she seems reasonably satisfied.

“The entire place is charred to a crisp,” she says. “You’re lucky to be alive.”

I have heard those words before, but I know that she’s right.

“We’ll obviously be searching the premises in the coming days,” she adds. “But now that I have your statement, you are free to go.”

I glance around the room. Free to go is relative, especially considering the fact that I am still recovering. Hopefully I won’t have to stay here much longer.

“I’ll be in touch,” she says, handing me a card.

I accept it, thanking her and stashing the card on my bedside table.

“Take care.”

Once Officer Braden leaves, I let myself rest for a while. Although I don’t actually fall back to sleep, I relish the chance to close my eyes. Then I slowly turn over the turmoil of these past few weeks. My life in Boston feels like a world away right now… like another existence entirely.

As difficult as it is to imagine staying here, it’s equally hard to visualize returning home. What will it feel like? How can I adjust back as quickly as possible? Will things ever be the same?


THIRTY-SIX


I spend the next several days healing up. Doctors come and go. Liquids trickle in and out of my aching body. Nurses track vital signs. I sleep during odd hours and wake in sporadic bursts. I begin to lose track of time itself.

As the week drones on, fragments of my psychology studies come back to me. I remember discussing the concept of multiple selves in one of my classes. Within each of us exists a spectrum—an entire range of good and bad qualities. Of reactions and interpretations. Essentially, there are infinite versions of ourselves. We can be gentle or harsh. Stoic or vulnerable. Compassionate or heartless.

Of course, my professor stressed the importance of agency. Choice.

“We can choose who we want to become,” she said. “In every moment, there is a fork in the road.”

At the time, I agreed with her. I even liked the idea of an infinite continuum. I relished the vastness of it. Now, though, that concept seems so flawed. Ruth could not choose. And Damon had a completely different identity altogether.

I certainly didn’t develop a case of Stockholm syndrome during my time in the basement, and it’s still difficult to picture Ruth in any sort of positive light. But her death has me ruminating on the subject of her condition.

While I am no psychologist, part of me cannot help but wonder what Ruth’s life might have been like under better circumstances. What if she had gotten help? Would proper treatment have made the difference? Would she have been happier? More fulfilled? There is no way to know for sure. And now that she is gone, there is no way to find out if Ruth would have even been willing to pursue treatment.

I try to put the issue aside—at least for now. I have enough to worry about at the moment. First, I have to receive the all-clear before my discharge. Then I need to meet with Frederick to finalize everything. Given that the whole property burned down, I anticipate having a few additional forms to sign. I am planning to sell the land. After the paperwork is taken care of, I will fly back to Boston and head home.

My gaze lands on the window across from my bed. The gray air looks thin and dusky. I wonder how cold it is right now. Although the storm has passed, winter still holds a firm grasp. Just beyond the pane, a spindly tree shakes in the wind. Its branches quiver like bare bones.

Grateful to have an unencumbered view of the outdoors, I watch the afternoon turn into early evening. Amy brings me a meal tray with a less-than-enticing hospital dinner: mushy green beans and a rubbery chicken breast smothered in a gelatinous sauce.

Though the sight of it gives me pause, my appetite is raring to go. I am so hungry that I practically inhale everything in front of me.

“Dessert will be tastier,” Amy says with a smirk as she clears my tray. “I’ll bring you a little treat.”

To my utter delight, she returns with a duo of fresh-baked cookies.

“Salted caramel and chocolate chip,” she says, handing them to me with a carton of milk.

“Thank you so much—these look delicious.”

I don’t wait long before sinking my teeth into the first one. I bite through the crunchy exterior until warm, soft caramel oozes out of a doughy center. Heaven in baked good form. The cold milk rushes down my throat as I drain the carton. Then I eat the second cookie and call it a night.

When 8 p.m. rolls around, the place becomes a veritable ghost town. Visitor hours end. Chatter emanating from nearby rooms disappears. The sound of previously busy hallways vanishes.

I glance out the window again, noting a crescent moon hovering in the sky. It reminds me of a creepy half-smile. Mocking and irreverent. I hoist myself out of bed and amble over to the other end of the room. Then I pull the curtains shut, camouflaging an otherwise harmless scene.

I crawl back under the covers and feel a forceful tug of fatigue. I welcome it with ease, letting myself succumb to the first stages of sleep. Tonight, I dream of everything before the accident. Of a simpler existence—when things were free and easy. When I first met Simon.

In my dream, I forget about the pain and the lies. I forget the suffering. Albeit temporarily. It’s that fresh, clean-slate type of feeling that only dreams can conjure up. If I could trade anything to access this more often, I would. If only life worked that way.

The majority of the week is a blur, but I am finally discharged from the hospital several days later. I am dismissed with little more than a crumpled sweater. Unfortunately, my laptop and phone were casualties of the fire. I barely made it out of the house at all, and I was not about to risk my very existence to obtain technology—no matter how important.

I am lucky just to be alive. While the lack of connection sends anxiety through me, there is nothing I can do about it right now. I will use the hospital landline to contact Frederick, and I plan to purchase a new cell after I leave.

Although my job at Best Brew seems trivial right now, I need to give Trevor a heads-up that I am, in fact, planning to return. I can only imagine how many angry messages he’s left on my voicemail.

In the meantime, I am eager to set foot outside again. Frederick and I agree to meet at an indie coffee house downtown. Apparently, he showed up to the hospital after learning about the fire, but I was too sedated to entertain a visit. I am clear headed now, though, with the medication completely out of my system. In ever-formal fashion, Frederick left me a note to arrange a meeting. Not a brief message, but an actual handwritten letter.

After thanking the hospital staff, I take a taxi back to nearby Dukette. As we drive, I recall the picturesque neighborhood I saw in the glossy photos before flying out here. Back when this place was just a name on a map…

The cab drops me off near an intersection on the outskirts of the town square. I pay the driver with a generous tip, immediately bristling at the rush of cold air that hits me. The hospital provided a set of plain clothes when I left, but these thin layers are doing little to guard me against the frosty temperatures. I pull the gray sweatshirt tighter around my shoulders and begin moving in an effort to warm up.

This time, I find myself on the other side of Dukette. The part of town I saw when I first arrived was nothing like the area I’m in now. This is something else altogether—its polar opposite.

I walk along a cobblestone pathway and take in the view of Main Street. With its frilly awnings and decorated shop windows, this place really does look like a postcard. There are quaint touches everywhere I glance. Carved wooden signs hang from restaurants and boutiques. Flower boxes overflow with bright zinnias and pink geraniums. A hand-painted wastebasket stands sentry on the corner. God, even the trashcans are cute.

Again, I remember looking at Dukette’s tourism website before leaving Boston. The perfect escape from the hustle and bustle of DC, it promised. I briefly imagine what spending a long weekend here might be like. Staying at one of those bed and breakfasts with fluffy duvets and stately mantelpieces. The kind of place where they serve warm pastries and pulpy orange juice in the morning. If things were different, maybe I would be coming here for a little escape. I can definitely see the town’s appeal now, even if it feels ironic to acknowledge Dukette’s charm.

I let the thought dissolve as I continue walking towards the square. Further up the road, there is a small farmer’s market with white tents and crates of fresh vegetables. I meander through the stalls, glimpsing homemade pies and local produce as I go. Vendors sell organic goods, handmade crafts, and eclectic jewelry displayed on headboards and tabletops.

Up ahead, I see the café that Frederick suggested. Our meeting spot. I step inside, relax as the welcome burst of central heating overcomes me, and search for a man with brown hair and spectacles. That’s who he told me to look for in his letter. Given the amount of people packed inside, Frederick’s self-description doesn’t exactly narrow it down. I am guessing that this coffee shop is a crowd favorite among patrons. Luckily, I don’t need to scour the vicinity for long.

“Ms. Lee?” says a voice behind me.

I turn around and see a man seated at a round table in the corner.

“Frederick?” I ask, noting his thinning brunette hair and wire glasses.

“Yes.” He nods and stands up. “Please,” he says, gesturing to the other chair.

I take the seat opposite him and scoot in.

“Can I get you anything?” he offers. “Perhaps something hot to drink?”

I scan a large black chalkboard hanging behind the counter, reading the range of seasonal specials written in cursive. Spiced cider with cardamom and clove. Iced matcha. Rose-infused cacao. Classic hot chocolate with toasted marshmallows.

“That’s all right,” I say. “Thank you, though.”

While the beverages sound delicious, I am too preoccupied to want one. My mind is fixated solely on the subject at hand.

“I apologize for the inconvenience,” he says quietly.

We share a small laugh, acknowledging that this meeting is long overdue.

“I do wish we were gathering under better circumstances,” he adds. “You have my deepest sympathies.”

“Thank you, Frederick.”

“Mr. Lee retained my services for many years, and I know he was quite fond of your father…” He stops short, seeming worried that he might have crossed some sort of emotional line.

I offer a smile. “I only wish I could have met him.”

He flashes me a look of mourning. “He was so hoping to meet you.”

There’s a brief silence that hangs in the air before we move on. As I suspected, the agenda has complicated significantly, especially given the fire insurance aspect and ongoing investigation. There is more paperwork here than I have ever seen in one place. Luckily, Frederick assures me that everything will be sorted out.

“It’s such a shame about the property,” he says at one point. “The fire, I mean. It was such a beautiful house.”

I hesitate briefly, not wanting to launch into the story of what really happened. I am still exhausted from rehashing the details with Officer Braden—from my late grandfather’s murder to Ruth’s condition. I doubt that Frederick is aware of the truth about either topic. Did he even interact with Ruth?

“Did you know the staff?” I can’t help but ask.

He looks up at me.

“The housekeeper—Ruth—she worked there for decades.”

“Ah,” Frederick says. “Yes. Strange woman, from what I gathered. Always lurking about when I met with your grandfather.” As if immediately regretting the words, he backpedals. “I didn’t know her well, though.”

An image of her flashes across my mind, quickly accompanied by an unwanted memory of Damon. I see them both burning in the fire—side by side, as if they were two separate bodies. I try to shake it off, returning my attention to the form at hand.

“I’m sure she’s just beside herself about the fire. First, losing your grandfather… and now, the house…”

“Actually, she—” But before I can finish, he places another page in front of me and glances at his watch.

“Last one,” Frederick says, gesturing to a line at the bottom of the page. He’s clearly eager to wrap things up.

I sign my name before handing him back the gold-tipped pen he let me use.

“I’m sure you’re keen to get home,” he ventures.

My emotions are nothing if not complicated. But I cannot find the right words to explain how I truly feel. So instead, I opt for a polite nod.

“Goodbye, Ms. Lee.”

We shake hands again before parting ways.

“Goodbye, Frederick.”


THIRTY-SEVEN


I am able to purchase a phone from one of the stores in town. After securing my same plan and number, I am eager to set up my new cell. There aren’t many text notifications or missed calls beyond the angry messages I anticipated from Trevor. My inbox, on the other hand, is overflowing with spam and unread emails. I spend the remainder of my afternoon attending to the latter.

In the evening, I call another taxi and head to the airport. My flight doesn’t leave until 10 p.m., but I like arriving early. We have just pulled into the departures zone when my phone vibrates against my leg. I glance down to see that I have yet another message from Trevor.

This text serves as your last warning. I have rescheduled you for a double shift. Make sure to arrive promptly, as I will not tolerate any tardiness or excuses.




I am too tired to be annoyed. Besides, the wording makes me laugh. Talk about unnecessary. Classic Trevor. Little does he know, though, I had a change of heart this afternoon. I am about to turn in my notice.

It is not that I can’t handle the job anymore. Considering what I went through in Dukette, my boss’s obnoxious antics have little hold on me now. But it is time for something new. The thought gives me a boost of energy as I stash my phone away and climb out of the cab.

After paying off my debt and starting a new savings account, my inheritance will allow me to shift gears. I can afford to take a little break between leaving Best Brew and finding new work. I count myself lucky, and I plan to take full advantage of the opportunity.

I clear security and make my way across Dulles Airport, proceeding down a lengthy terminal en route to my gate. As I approach, I stop into a news store to buy some water and snacks for the plane.

I wait in line and think of the writing that I lost—hundreds of pages sitting on my charred laptop, buried under a heap of ashes. The story is out there somewhere, waiting to be resurrected. Or maybe it’s still inside of me. Either way, I don’t have a current backup copy saved. I will have to begin fresh—to start anew.

Regardless of how my next manuscript takes shape, I have a comforting feeling that Michelle and her counterparts will live to see the light of day. Who knows? My opus might even benefit from the hellish weeks I spent in Virginia. Perhaps my suffering will serve a purpose by informing the work in a profound way.

I walk over to the gate and join a mass of passengers. The group is slow moving, funneling into a narrow line that winds around a gray check-in counter. Lost in thought, I board the 737 and take my seat.

“I’m over there,” a voice says suddenly, severing my rumination.

I look up to see a young man pointing to 23F. “Oh, right.” I step into the aisle so he can move in.

“Thanks,” he says, scooting past me. “I’m a nervous flyer… always have to look out the window, just in case.”

I offer a sympathetic smile before sitting back down. The captain makes a few announcements as flight attendants perform their safety checks.

“Winter weather is in full swing,” she says. “So we’re anticipating some rough air on the way over.”

The plane’s engine rumbles beneath my feet as we prepare for takeoff. My lids flutter closed before I open them again. For the longest time, the space between my ears has felt like a trap. A tortuous chamber, with every thought becoming its own form of torment. I have been desperate to escape my own consciousness. Anything to numb the pain and ease the anxiety.

Right now, though, being inside my own head is somewhat comforting. Almost peaceful. This comes as quite a shock, and it takes a while for the feeling to fully sink in. As we ascend into a darkening sky, I let my mind wander. The opaque air beyond each tiny window pane leaves much to mystery. But bit by bit, these surroundings become secondary to my internal world. I tune into my own imagination—allowing sparks of inspiration to take hold. Ever so slowly, I begin to write again.

I may not have a keyboard in front of me. No pen, pencil, or pad of paper to scribble on. Instead, the blank page in my psyche fills with words and phrases… passages and ideas. The universe I am creating takes shape in glimmers and swathes. Layers of story.

I pass the remainder of the flight working on my manuscript. Honestly, I have never produced anything with such ease. The process is something I have heard described by so many other writers—the ones I laud and look up to. My craft is fluid and organic, they say. As if the apparent ease they refer to is something short of spectacular. It’s the kind of language I used to roll my eyes at. At least before experiencing it firsthand.

This force—whatever it is—feels supernatural in some way. As if I am not an artist, but merely a conduit. A channel through which ideas enter our planet. Although there is a chance I am actually the one creating them, I hardly feel that’s the case. Either way, I count myself lucky just to be involved… lucky just to experience such magic.

Walking through the front door of my apartment brings a sense of something unidentifiable. Home. It hits me like a wave as I move through the space. As I enter my room for the first time in weeks, I take in the familiarity of these surroundings. My writing desk. My dresser and closet. My bed. I collapse into the latter without another thought.

I am pleased to report that I begin to sleep relatively well after returning from Virginia. My nights are far from perfect, but I am clocking enough hours to function like a normal human being. At least enough to make a noticeable difference. My bottle of Remelda was lost to the fire, and I decide not to refill my prescription. If I need it, I can always change my mind.

I haven’t had any sleepwalking episodes since I returned—that I know of. Maybe it’s odd timing, or maybe it’s just a fluke. Or perhaps the improvement is somehow related to everything that happened. I am reticent to say that this trip—with all its strangeness and distress—cured my insomnia. Even if the experience did manage to ameliorate my condition, I wouldn’t endure it all over again. Not a chance.


THIRTY-EIGHT


As I suspect, Trevor is less than pleased when I turn in my two weeks’ notice.

He exhales without looking up from his desk. Clearly, he doesn’t believe me. “Yeah, right.”

“Seriously,” I say, sliding my letter towards him.

Trevor finally stops to grace me with his full attention. “This is highly inconvenient, Wren,” he says, edginess flooding his voice.

I apologize, reassuring him that I will help find a replacement.

“So,” he says, failing to conceal his annoyance. “What are you going to do instead?”

I consider telling him about my plan to finally finish my manuscript. Then I decide against it, realizing that my breath would be wasted.

“I’m taking a job at the library. The hours work better with my schedule.”

Trevor shakes his head and scoffs. “Books, huh?”

He mutters something under his breath as I turn around, which only validates my decision to leave Best Brew.

I stop at a local bookstore on my way back home. Inside, I find more novels than I could read in a decade. Fantasy and science fiction… classics and Gothic literature. I run my fingers along the spines, pausing briefly in the horror section.

I think of the ghost stories I grew up on—the ones my father forbade. The kind told around campfires, passed on from speaker to listener, with each person adding a signature twist or embellishment to their version. Folklore and legend… superstition and myth. The things often called fake or fraudulent. Make-believe. I used to assume they were pure fiction. Now I am older, I know better. Because every tale is partially rooted in truth. Even the far-fetched ones. Especially those.

When there is a lack of tangible evidence, people tend to assume that events are imaginary. As I have learned, though, the line between fantasy and reality is anything but fixed. It’s faint, elusive, pliant.

Damon’s final words stay with me as I continue browsing. I’ll find you. Of course he won’t—he perished in the fire. But he lives on in different ways.

As I make my way through the stacks, people whirl around me, searching for a literary escape. I realize that Damon’s presence will live on despite his death. Just like the house burning down to the ground. The memories will endure. They’ll exist forever, immortalized in my mind.

I soon resume my sessions with Doc. It feels strange to recount my story to another person, let alone my shrink. Although I told the police what happened before leaving Virginia, relaying everything to Doc is just too uncomfortable.

Part of me still wonders if he even believes me. Maybe he does, or maybe he thinks I went insane. It doesn’t really matter. I know the truth.

I think of my realization in the snow—the epiphany I had right before I thought I was going to die. Again.

It pushed me into restarting therapy, and now it’s pushing me to search for a new doctor.

As much as I like Doc, I feel like I need a fresh start. Someone I can fully be honest with from the onset. Which brings me here, to the Brooker Clinic. My therapist, Leeann, sits across from me as I shift awkwardly in my seat. I would be lying if I said I wasn’t nervous. But this is important. I am ready to fully heal—to let go.

“Shall we begin?” Leeann asks, pencil in hand.

“Yes,” I say. “Let’s start from the very beginning.”

To say that I am exhausted after the first session would be one hell of an understatement. I feel more depleted than ever. My mental fatigue reaches new heights during my walk home. Before Blair can intercept me, I slip through the apartment door as quietly as possible and beeline for my room.

In a strange twist, I start sleeping even more soundly than I did before my insomnia began. Sans medication or treatment. A few botched hours of sleep per night would have been a godsend. But a solid eight? I’ll take it.


THIRTY-NINE


There is darkness, and there is light. My life in Boston evolves into a new kind of existence. At risk of sounding cliché, it feels like a transformation of sorts. Each day takes a different shape. Instead of anxieties lurking in the shadows, there are opportunities waiting to be seized.

My mental health has definitely improved from working with Leeann, and she even noted my significant progress during our recent session.

“I can tell that your mindset has really shifted,” she said.

I couldn’t agree more. It finally feels like I am working to accomplish my goals. Not only that, but it feels like I am actually advancing towards them. Holding my dream tightly while loosening my grip on the way I achieve it.

Speaking of dreams, working at the library—as an intern—provides the fresh start I need. Being surrounded by novels every day boosts my mood and never fails to lift my spirits. My schedule there consists mainly of sorting through titles and cataloging books. It can be monotonous, but I prefer it vastly to making coffee for impatient customers.

I even play a little game to keep things interesting. Given the fact that I am a bona fide bibliophile, book endings rarely surprise me. I am often able to guess literary twists well before the stories in question conclude. So now I keep a running list of ones that manage to catch me off guard.

All of the changes I make provide a potent blend of closure and clarity. The combination of therapy and a new job does wonders, helping me shift my focus in a positive direction. The sessions allow me to start moving on, and the work gives me the desire to resume writing.

I eventually finish my manuscript—the one that was years in the making. While I lost most of it in the fire, I had a bare bones version sitting in my inbox. Luckily, I had the foresight to email myself a copy early on. I only wish I had backed up my most recent work.

After editing and reediting draft after draft, I finally receive a request from a literary agent. An actual literary agent.

After sending off yet another letter, I hear back from Rico Spalding. He is currently acquiring fantasy and science fiction projects, so my opus is a nice fit. Rico asks me to send him more details about the story—a synopsis and comparative titles. I’m not holding my breath, but I am keeping my fingers crossed.

That’s the light. And now, for the darkness. Because of what I went through, I am trying to accept that it might always be there. But my hope is that I can scale it back from an overwhelming load to a manageable amount.

Fear still has a tendency of showing up at the most inopportune times. During the quiet hours after a busy shift. Whenever I find myself alone in a new city. The exact moment my head hits the pillow. But I have adopted a different approach than the one I used to employ. A new method, albeit a counterintuitive one.

Leann teaches me to challenge my own worries. She recommends interrupting my thoughts when I start to obsess over Damon. You can acknowledge the presence of panic without letting it control you. Unfortunately, doing so is much easier said than done.

I still see his stare in the eyes of others. The irritated woman at the bus stop… the elderly man across the street. I sense his grin on another person’s face, following me as I round the nearest street corner. My breath becomes ragged as I quicken my pace and reroute.

Then I remind myself that Damon is not after me. Death isn’t after me, either. I know that now. I still believe in signs, but I believe in coincidences too. The incident changed me permanently. Its mark will always be indelible, but its suffocating grip doesn’t have to be.

I refuse to waste another moment. I will find a way to exist with this, navigating the elusive space between reason and absurdity. Another distinction that I have realized is quite difficult to pinpoint. Striking a balance among darkness and light.

As I walk home from a particularly productive writing session, I have an unexpected energy in my step. The sun shines brightly overhead. The calm wind refreshes me without adding any chill. Today is one of those rare—and perfect—late-winter afternoons. I cross the street, pausing briefly when my phone starts to vibrate.

“Hello?”

“Ms. Lee?”

“Yes?” I ask, not recognizing the voice on the other end.

“This is Officer Braden from Virginia.”

“Oh—right. How are you?” I walk into my apartment building and stop to check the mail.

She sidesteps my question to fill me in on the fire investigation. While there was nothing conclusive, they think one of the candles may have started everything.

“Thanks for letting me know,” I say, remembering how black everything was when the power went out.

There is a single beat of silence before she speaks again. “I’m afraid I have some troubling news.”

“Oh?” I ask, inserting my key. There is a tiny stack of envelopes inside.

“Yes,” Officer Braden continues. “Our team finished searching the property and surrounding grounds after you left…”

“Right,” I say, pressing the phone snugly to my left ear.

I begin sorting through bills and advertisements as she speaks, tossing the latter into the recycling bin.

“There weren’t any human remains inside.”

My stomach drops.

“I know that you provided a thorough statement,” she says.

How is that possible? How did he make it out?

“Given your account,” she goes on, “we are still searching the area for someone who fits the description you provided.”

I don’t respond. This confirms the worry I thought I put to bed. It resuscitates the fear I wrote off as irrational. Ruth is alive. Damon is still out there.

“In the meantime…” Officer Braden continues speaking, but her voice has faded to an eerie background noise. I can’t separate each word from the next.

I am going to be sick. It is only after I hang up the phone that the nausea intensifies. At the bottom of the mail stack, I find a faded postcard. Greetings from Dukette! it says in curly script. My chest seizes as I take in the words.

My fingers clutch the thick cardstock, trembling as I turn it over. There’s no message—it’s blank. But the lack of writing only makes my blood run cold.


EPILOGUE


Although I immediately told Officer Braden about the postcard, it yielded little more than another search of the Dukette property. Nothing of note was found. Just like the first time they scoured the place.

While the postcard itself seemed to confirm that Ruth was still alive, the police did not exactly agree with me.

“I don’t know what to tell you,” Officer Braden said during our last phone call. “This is a strange situation…”

That last part was highly unsettling, especially coming from the lips of a law enforcement official. Luckily, Frederick was able to confirm that Ruth was indeed living in the house. He had met her on multiple occasions. But he was not able to corroborate my claims about Damon.

Officer Braden even seemed to imply that I might have been hallucinating—imagining the whole thing. As if I dreamed up the events from my statement. Or worse, that I was lying. Fearing this, I launched into another play-by-play of what happened at the house. Perhaps my dramatic retelling allayed their concerns about me making it up.

The idea of Ruth still being out there was enough to undo me. If she is alive, I thought, then her alter is too.

Damon. His name sent chills down my spine. I realized that the likelihood of him hurting me was negligible, but the thought still plagued me pervasively. After all, he had my address. He knew where I lived.

The significant progress I made in therapy diminished slightly after that strange turn of events. It is difficult to challenge your own thoughts when you are staring straight at tangible evidence. It’s even harder when you are holding it in your hands. Needless to say, I have had to work double-time to get back the strides I previously attained. In fact, it took several months for me to regain even a semblance of calm.

Now that almost two years have passed, I feel like I can breathe again. I still see Leeann regularly. Honestly, I have no plans of stopping therapy anytime soon. I credit these sessions for almost every positive shift I have experienced.

I walk across the city, quickening my pace until I reach my final destination. I am standing outside of the very recreation center I dragged my feet into right before my trip to Dukette. This is the same support group that Doc initially recommended to me. I open the door to reveal the sparse lobby I have come to know well.

A pair of bells announce my entrance with a singsong chime. I sweep my gaze across the space until I spot the leader, Ken, rearranging chairs in the far corner.

“Wren,” he says warmly as I step through the double doors. “Good to see you!”

“Hi, Ken” I match his tone and give him a nod.

“Want to help me finish setting up?” He gestures towards a table covered in supplies and refreshments.

I lend him a hand as we catch up. While I don’t attend every single meeting, I’m considered a regular member at this point. Or perhaps a semi-regular one. A brief smile dances across my lips as I think about how much has changed.

A couple of years ago, I dreaded coming here for the first time. I wanted to be anywhere else. But now, in the midst of this room, I feel a sense of solidarity and solace.

“It looks like we have some newcomers today,” Ken says once we begin. “We’re happy that you’re here.”

As I stare out into the crowd of new faces, I think about how creepy it would be to find Ruth or Damon sitting among them. My breath hitches before I silently remind myself that my trauma is just running wild. I’m just seeing things. But in this moment, I am safe.

“Who would like to start us off?” Ken asks the group.

I decide to bite the bullet. “I will.”

I am still not ready to discuss the events that transpired at my grandfather’s estate—at least not with strangers. But I am able to talk about Simon. I can share details about my NDE and the car crash, which is a pretty pivotal step for me.

As I turn to leave, several tattered wall posters display the same motivational quotes I remember. While some elicit eyerolls, one in particular seems especially fitting for today. Never look back except to see how far you’ve come. I exit the meeting and travel to my next commitment with a newfound sense of peace.

Anxiety is still very much a part of my life, but it no longer has the same level of power it once did. I have learned that while I might not be able to alter what happened to me, I can modify my response. And that adjustment is imperative.

Instead of turning away, and treating fear like the undesirable guest he is, I greet him like an old friend. I invite him to the table. Hell, I have even given him a permanent seat. You’re welcome here, I tell him. Stay a while. His usual response is an eventual—and sometimes even abrupt—departure.

Paranoia still finds me sometimes. Often when I think I have escaped it entirely. The emotion swoops in like a hawk, digging its claws into my bare neck and trapping me as prey. Disturbing my present with terrors from the past. Disrupting otherwise serene moments. Part of me knows that it always will.

I am better equipped to handle it now, though. When that sneaky doubt creeps into the recesses of my mind, or taps me on the shoulder like a ghost, I expect it. I have stopped trying to silence that voice—the one that likes to catch me off guard and whisper threats into my ear.

I have found great power not in resisting, but in accepting—even embracing—unwanted emotions. Feelings that used to paralyze me. Thoughts that used to send me running. I try to keep space for them all. Because this is my life. In all its glory and hardship… all its good and bad. It is mine to live.

I have come a long way since the incident. In many ways, my current self is almost unrecognizable. Not to say that I don’t still battle a similar set of demons. Panic and uncertainty live within me, yes. But so do grace and gratitude. Hope. I am okay with the unknown. I move forward with curiosity and courage.

Inside my beating heart, there are truths and lies… secrets and inspiration. Mysteries. I place a hand on my chest and pull both eyes shut. My mind still has a way of wandering—deep into the past and far into an unknown future. So I gently coax it back, grounding myself in the present.

“Can you sign my book?”

The voice—warm and melodic—pulls me further into this current moment. I look up to see a woman holding a copy of my novel. The sight is staggering, mainly because I am still in a state of complete disbelief. Rico helped me secure a multiple-book deal, and my debut was published to critical acclaim. I am just starting the weeks-long tour that my publisher set up for me, beginning with a beloved bookstore here in Boston.

“Of course,” I say, flipping to the title page. “Who should I make it out to?”

Just then, I hear Blair’s high-pitched tone emanate from a few people back. “Wren is my roommate,” she says with pride.

After she broke up with Eric, Blair and I started to really get to know each other for the first time. To my genuine surprise, I now count her as a close friend.

I uncap my pen and sign the blank space in front of me. Beneath my name, I write a little message: memento mori. Aside from the fact that I cannot resist poking fun at the central themes in my novel, these words feel especially fitting. Remember you must die.

Now, more than ever, I am hyperaware of my mortality. I have confronted death—stared it straight in the face—multiple times now. But I will not run from it anymore. I am done hiding, and I am finished letting my encounters lock me in a state of dread. Instead, they serve as motivators. Reminders of the time I do have left.

Tomorrow is not promised, but I am still here. I am alive. I plant my feet firmly on the ground and draw in a sobering breath of air. I feel the hot blood coursing through my veins, the chair against my back, the oxygen expanding my lungs. Then I let it go, exhaling fully into the ether.

That’s what being human is—feeling it all. Holding everything and nothing at the same time. Contradiction and contrast. Duality and paradox. Memento mori. In order to truly live, I remember that I must die.

“Thank you for your business,” the bookshop manager says, ushering the next customer forward. “Have a wonderful day.”

A slender hand places another copy of my novel on the signing table, sliding it towards me.

“Who can I make this out to?” I ask, readying a fresh pen.

I wait for a response, slowly tracing my gaze upwards. I clock a trench coat, head scarf, and a pair of large tortoiseshell sunglasses. But eclectic accessories are not enough to camouflage several burn marks marring the woman’s face.

“Ma’am?” the manager prompts. “Would you like your book personalized?”

Everyone else in the room might as well have disappeared. The entire store fades away while my heart thuds against my chest. Rapid. Violent. Deafening. As if I needed further confirmation—as if the burn marks were insufficient—my worst anxieties are resurrected in a mind-numbing second.

“We’ve met before,” a familiar voice says, waving the manager away.

I can barely meet Ruth’s wooden stare as she removes her glasses and leans over the table.

“The author already knows my name.”

My first reaction is doubt. I must be imagining this. So I screw my eyes shut and reopen, expecting Ruth to vanish. But she doesn’t. This is real.

And just like that, all of the dread comes flooding back. Everything I thought I buried—everything I tried to leave behind. Those pale eyes. The trauma. That haunting smile. It’s all standing squarely in front of me.

An ending I could not have predicted. My past did not die in the fire. My fear is here—stronger than ever. It’s alive. But so am I.

*
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TINY WILD THINGS


PROLOGUE


So this is how it ends—with me standing over a corpse. Dirt wedged beneath my nails, blood caked onto my palms. Body fraught with tension. Heart thudding uncontrollably. Hands trembling, limbs stiff like the lifeless ones beneath me.

The sky shifts above as I bristle from the cold. From the shock, the truth, the knowing. I freeze for a moment—paralyzed by each drop of fear multiplying inside my gut. Succumbing to paranoia. What happens now?

Hypotheticals run through my psyche’s labyrinth, possibilities lost in the fray. My head clouds before instinct finally takes over. Movement beats inertia. I have to go. I need to get the hell out of this place.

Adrenaline courses through me as I snap into action. Bury the evidence, burn the remains. Get rid of the body. The body.

I screw my gaze shut, recalling everything that happened just moments before. I still see the light fading from both eyes… the life bleeding out in slow motion. I remember it like a film, the footage rolling across a screen at the forefront of my brain. I can’t stop it.

I feel a tightness in my chest. Is it sadness, regret, or something else altogether? Perhaps it’s just the disbelief catching up to me. The swell of emotions continues circulating in my veins. Sensations mount, threatening to burst right through my flesh.

My breath is ragged as I unfurl my fingers—still balled into a fist—and cast my stare downwards. Only one of us will make it out alive. I realize that now. Only one of us can survive.

Just then, there is a foreign sound behind me. I whip around to identify the source. Nothing. My vision blurs slightly, making me doubt everything I see. But it was more than a crunch of leaves. I am sure of it. Bile rises to the back of my throat as I take another look. I have the strange sense that something—or someone—is watching me.

Night will arrive soon, cloaking these surroundings in a blanket of blackness. The air has a tangible charge that tells me it is about to storm. Birds loom overhead—lurking like giant gray omens. In this moment, I am both predator and prey. The wind snaps violently against my body as I step further into the woods. It is time to leave.

I work quickly, erasing any and all signs of my presence. What will the police think? Will they believe me? As I go, my mind begins to spin a tale. A convincing story that explains everything, with no detail left unaccounted for.

When I am finished, there are no more traces in sight. Not a single inkling or clue left behind. It’s almost like I have disappeared entirely—from place, from memory. Like I was never even here at all.
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I have always been drawn to tiny, wild things. Feral creatures. As a child, I would chase rabbits across our lawn and track fledglings while they prepared for first flight. I’d watch them flap their wings violently, feathers shuddering in a frenzied midair dance. More often than not, the birds would fall to the ground within seconds. Tragic beauty in my eight-year-old eyes. Every so often, though, there would be an outlier: a little turtledove gliding exultantly above the treetops. What started as a ferocious quiver rapidly morphed into a gallant flight. Those were the moments that made my heart race. I would run beyond the confines of our yard—deep into the forest—and follow. Gaze forever fixed on the sky. Those were the moments I felt free.

The past and present are inextricable. I know that better than most people. Occasionally, I catch myself obsessing over previous events until they threaten to derail me completely. Vicious tears spring forth as a painful memory takes hold. Disturbing recollections play out on the film screen in my mind’s eye, progressing until I descend into a perilous spiral. There is only one way to escape.

My heavy stare lands on the cluttered desk in front of me. I drum three fingers against its tight-grained surface and try to shift my focus. Although ample panic recedes, the stubborn knots in my shoulders refuse to budge. I gradually roll my head from left to right, stretching each side of my trapezius until the muscle loosens.

The article draft I printed out is far rougher than I would like—more scribbles than anything else. My notebook overflows with fragmentary sentences and half-hearted annotations. I am currently tasked with profiling trendy skincare regimens and evaluating their efficacy. The regrettable fact that none of them work, however, is complicating matters slightly.

I write for SYNC, a popular lifestyle magazine with national circulation. Our target demographic continues to broaden, so it is not uncommon to spot a wide range of people clutching the unmistakably sleek cover. SYNC has the polished appeal of Vogue with the story range of Vanity Fair. That is what I love about the magazine: it delves into myriad topics, from fashion and health to politics and music.

Ever since declaring journalism as my major, I have dreamed of covering significant events and pushing boundaries through my work. Unfortunately, I have also been stuck with the same beat for about two years: my entire span of employment at SYNC. Instead of investigating and producing politically charged content, I am consistently assigned fluff pieces.

I anticipated having to prove myself early on—everyone knows that new staff writers do the grunt work—but I am starting to doubt that things will change anytime soon. An abundant list of beauty trends stares back at me menacingly. As much as I would love to outsource this assignment to a makeup junkie or skincare-obsessed intern, I always write my own articles, no matter how tedious.

The phone rings around midnight. I have just finished pouring myself a sizeable bowl of cereal: my makeshift dinner. Show me a writer who does not keep odd hours, and I will raise you ten sleep-deprived, caffeine-fueled staffers. I am surprised to receive the call, since most of my friends adhere to a more reasonable schedule than I do.

Edna Pryce. The name flashes across my phone screen, sending a jolt of panic through me. I clear my throat and attempt to camouflage any reluctance before I answer.

“Francine.”

I stiffen at the sound of my editor’s voice. “Hi, Edna.”

“Are you busy? It’s late.”

Her question is rhetorical. Still, the thought of telling Edna Pryce that I am too busy to take her call is enough to make me lose my appetite.

“Not at all—I’m wide awake.” The last part is a flagrant lie, but she is probably none the wiser. My unwavering insomnia renders me fatigued yet restless on a regular basis. I have not mentioned this to anyone at work, least of all Edna.

“Good. I have a scoop for you.”

I swallow a burgeoning groan and brace myself for another trivial assignment. I have inherited several bottom-of-the-barrel pieces during the past few months, thanks largely in part to my lingering newbie reporter status.

“It’s an interview,” Edna continues. “This is big.”

I perk up at her words. As long as this is not a spring fashion feature, color me interested. “Who’s the interview with?” I wonder aloud.

Edna pauses before answering. “Jonathan Kramer.”

My stomach drops.

“Are you still there?”

I draw in a quick breath. “Jonathan Kramer as in… the famous artist?”

“Yes.” For the first time ever, Edna actually sounds surprised too. “The Jonathan Kramer.”

“Oh my God.” I feel the corners of my mouth rising as elation supersedes disbelief.

“I know you’ve been itching to tackle a serious assignment, so consider this your big opportunity.”

“Edna… this is incredible. Thank you!” I do not bother concealing the emotion in my voice.

“Yes, well,” she responds inscrutably, reverting to her signature flat tone. “It’s my pleasure.”

“I’m stunned,” I tell her. “I’ve been following Jonathan Kramer for years.”

“Haven’t we all.”

“But he always declines interview requests,” I say. “So, why is he willing to speak with us now?”

“I wish I knew the answer,” Edna says. “But I haven’t even told you the greatest part. This is his last interview—ever.”

I try to visualize the bold type: JONATHAN KRAMER’S FINAL INTERVIEW.

“I’ll have an assistant send you additional details later. The transportation circumstances are a little odd, but nothing about this situation is normal.”

“What kind of transportation circum⁠—”

“Our lawyers are still working on it.”

“Okay. Can I email you later with some potential angles for the article?”

“Sure.” Edna’s replies are terse at best.

“Thanks!” I fidget with my phone, resisting a mounting urge to ask any of the other hundred questions racing through my head.

“I don’t need to tell you how colossal this is,” she adds. “Don’t screw it up.”

I hear a click and realize that our conversation is over. Edna’s personality is like a forced sip of iced coffee: cold and bitter. At least that is how everyone describes her. I have not even been at SYNC long enough to land on her bad side, much less her radar. According to my coworkers, Edna ignores you persistently until you have earned a few precious minutes of her time. New writers are essentially invisible, which is why this phone call is more than shocking.

I am always skipped or dismissed during pitch meetings. Still, I make sure to arrive armed with engaging ideas every week. There was one instance when my #MeToo angle caught Edna’s attention, but she handed the assignment to a senior writer instead. Any reason why she would let me handle a story this significant eludes me. It just doesn’t add up.

I disregard the untouched bowl of cereal and reopen my laptop. The battery has deteriorated so much that I resort to keeping it permanently plugged in. My fingers fly across the keyboard, composing a short follow-up email to Edna.

I may not fully understand why she trusts me, but I do know this: Jonathan Kramer is a private man. I can count on one hand the number of interviews he has given over the duration of his career. Four journalists total have had the privilege of speaking with Kramer, and not for a lack of trying on everyone else’s part. The artist is nearly impossible to get ahold of—with no publicist or agent in tow—and declines almost every request sent his way. This evasiveness has only served to elevate his prestige over the years.

The fact that this assignment could launch my career is not lost on me. It is time to learn everything I can about Jonathan Kramer, because one thing is for sure. I have to nail this interview like my life depends on it. I need to write the hell out of this article—spin gold from any impending material and turn dialogue into diamonds. I cannot afford to mess this up.

*
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