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For anyone who knows what it’s like to be the “other”

—the outsider, the oddball, the scapegoat





Thine is the task of blood

Discharge thy task with mercy

Let thy victim feel no pain

Let sudden blow bring death

Such death as thou thyself would ask for

—The Slaughterman’s Motto

Be sober, be vigilant, because your adversary the devil walketh about as a roaring lion, seeking whom he may devour.

—1 Peter 5:8

knackerman (noun): a person who collects dead or dying farm animals unfit for human consumption and dismembers them for further use, e.g., tanning the hides and rendering fat, tallow, and glue







THE KNACKERMAN [image: ]

October 15, 2014

Just after midnight and he moves through the woods, steps sure and quiet, breathing as still as he can make it. A thick early-season snow has begun to fall. The woods are soundless. The owls and mice and creatures of the night scatter when they sense his approach.

Even the wind stops for him.

He’s dressed in a long leather coat, crudely stitched together in a patchwork of scraps: dark, greasy leather, some pieces still covered in fur. He wears a mask made of bone that glows white in the darkness. He stinks of musky animal hide, rusted metal, something vaguely rotten.

He steps lightly, eyes forward, looking through the holes of the mask, knife clutched in his gloved hand. The old carbon-steel blade, oiled and honed, the wood stained with centuries-old blood; blood from other times, other continents even. Animal and human. No difference really. Blood is blood. Suffering is suffering. It’s all sacrifice. It’s all for him.

He is the knackerman. He is the resurrection and the life. He is the beginning and the end.

And now he walks with the purpose of a man fulfilling his destiny.

He steps out of the dark confines of the woods and into the road; the soles of his boots make a hollow clomping sound, not unlike a horse’s hooves, through the snow, down onto the pavement. He could have ridden his horse tonight, but he chose to come on foot, to stretch his legs, to take the long walk from the hill into town on his own.

In the past, the long-ago past, they would know the knackerman was coming by the galloping of his horse, the rumble of wagon wheels, the metal-on-metal clatter and clank of his knives, saws, and cleavers. They would know he was coming by the tangy stench of blood and rotten meat.

He crosses the desolate road and approaches the dark motel. No traffic out tonight. No lights on anywhere. Not even the soft blue glow of a television. They all sleep while he rules the nighttime world.

His boots hit the snow-covered gravel of the driveway as he passes under the dark sign: DEER RUN MOTEL, VACANCY.

Run, deer, run, he thinks as he makes his way to the door of Room 1. He knows she’s in there, sleeping, blissfully unaware of his presence. A doe in her den. Nowhere to run. Nowhere to hide.

“Foolish doe,” he says out loud because he likes the sound of the words, the feel of them on his tongue.

Her car is parked out front, the only one in the lot. A beat-to-shit silver Subaru.

He reaches into the leather bag he wears strapped to his body under his coat, takes out the little bottle of red paint and the brush. Then he paints the mark on the door of her motel room; his mark: a rough outline of a horse’s head with a flowing mane and one wild, staring eye, the red paint wet and thick as coagulated blood. He tucks away the paint and brush, takes hold of the knife once more, and raps on the door with the handle. Two sharp, hard knocks. Loud enough to wake the dead, he thinks, smiling.

He hears her get up, stumble out of bed. The light flickers on.

“Who’s there?” she calls.

She’s right behind the door now, he can almost feel the heat of her pressed against it, can almost feel her heart beating, quick and fearful.

Come on, he wills her, gripping the knife tighter. Open the door, little doe. I dare you.
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March 9, 1919

The horses, it seemed, had gone mad overnight.

I stood beside my uncle in the paddock where the bodies of five horses lay in ruined heaps amid puddles of melted snow, rain, and blood.

I was the one who’d answered when Jim Collins banged on the door to the surgery a little after seven this morning. Luther St. James had sent his hired man to get the doctor, my uncle Thomas. My sleeping quarters are down there, in a little room off to the side.

Jim was pale when he arrived at my uncle’s office and had what appeared to be bloodstains and mud on his pants. “What’s happened?” I asked.

He opened his mouth, but then snapped it closed and shook his head, trying to catch his breath.

“Jim?” I asked again, touching his arm lightly. We’d gone to school together. I’d played in the woods with him and a group of boys when we were children, hunting invisible animals with stick guns, shooting at shadows. They were simpler times, when enemies were imaginary and could be slain with sticks, when I was accepted into their circle without question and spent hours lost in their games.

“It’s best if you come see for yourselves,” Jim finally managed. “Please, Frankie, get the doctor and come.”



I WATCHED UNCLE Thomas as, his medical bag in hand, we stood in the paddock at the St. James farm, surrounded by gore. He said nothing.

I fought the urge to grab his coat, tell him there was nothing we could do there, drag him back home for a hot cup of tea by the fire with Aunt Margaret, try to get the images—and the smell—of the horses out of our minds.

We shouldn’t have come. I longed to tell him how Aunt Margaret had warned me just this morning, before Jim even came knocking on the door. We were cutting biscuits, brewing the coffee on the big kitchen stove, when my aunt had pulled her shawl around her tight, said something bad was coming, the bones had told her so. It was a pastime she’d picked up from one of the older women in town: keeping a small bundle of animal bones in a bag, dumping the bag, and reading the future from the shapes they made when they fell. Aunt Margaret knew better than to tell Thomas about them. She kept them hidden inside a little leather bag tucked into an old tin of cornmeal in the kitchen. The fact that she read them was a secret she shared only with me.

The last time I had accompanied Uncle Thomas out to the St. James place was two years earlier, when Luther was trying to break a new mare. She’d kicked him in the head and knocked him unconscious. Uncle Thomas had given Luther seventeen sutures and ordered bed rest until the headaches and dizziness subsided. Uncle Thomas and I both knew I should have done the stitching. Though I was new to it at the time, I had a natural gift with the needle. My sutures were smaller, tidier, left less of a scar. But Luther wanted the real doctor to sew him up. Not some girl in boys’ clothing.

The mare that kicked Luther had been deemed unbreakable and sent off to the knackerman.

My nausea intensified as I followed my uncle through the muddy paddock. I pulled the collar of my heavy wool coat up and around my nose, and was grateful for the thick leather boots on my feet. All of it—the coat, boots, trousers, shirt, and belt—had once belonged to Uncle Thomas. He graciously gave me all of his castoffs, which I repaired and tailored to fit my smaller frame.

I am not a person who is easily unsettled—I pride myself on my calm mind and steady hands, characteristics that Uncle Thomas promises will make me a fine physician one day. But as I walked through the field and toward the barn, I had to swallow down bile, shove my hands deep into the pockets of my coat to hide the trembling.

I have seen plenty of terrible things in my eighteen years on this earth. I helped my uncle when half the town came down with Spanish influenza last fall. We lost fourteen residents—young and old, all terrible deaths. Within hours, I had watched a strong man whose only symptom had been a sore throat begin struggling for breath, mahogany spots materializing on his cheekbones, his whole coloring soon turning bluish-black as he suffocated before me; Julia McGregor, only twenty-four and the mother of three small children, hemorrhaged from her eyes, crying blood before she died. Her husband, William, when he saw it, suggested she’d laid eyes on the devil, had perhaps been consorting with him.

Over the last four years, I’ve assisted Uncle Thomas with births—some ending well, and some ending badly—with suturing wounds of all kinds, even helped him amputate Raymond Whitaker’s arm after it had been caught in the thresher. But the most terrible death I’ve witnessed, and my earliest memory, was watching my own mother die of pneumonia, her lips blue as she gasped, drowning in her own secretions.

But as I walked through the field and saw those horses, I felt cold all over in a new way—as if a great shadow had blocked out not only the sun, but all light from the world. Human suffering to me is terrible, but the suffering of animals somehow feels worse. As I looked down at the dead animals, I thought of the horse I’d first learned to ride on: Daisy, her name was, a sleek black mare who seemed to intuit just what I wanted her to do. She hardly needed prompting from me, just the gentlest pull on the reins to guide her. And how grand I’d felt up there on her back, the strength of her vibrating through my whole body as if we were not two creatures, but one.

“They were all fine last night.” Luther St. James’s words swam around me. “But when we came in this morning at dawn, there was something wrong. They were anxious—kicking at the stalls, making terrible noises. Didn’t want their grain. We let them out and then… they were at each other. Had to shoot ’em.” He was shaking his head slowly. “No choice.”

He didn’t look at me as he spoke—people rarely did—but at Uncle Thomas.

I have grown used to this. When people aren’t sure what to make of you, it is often easier for them to studiously ignore you.

The horses lay strewn about the paddock, some of them atop one another, their once shining chestnut coats ruined by gaping wounds, ripped flesh, strips of muscle and tendon hanging, exposing bone. One of them stared up at me, its huge, wild eye rimmed with blood. I could see the shadow of my own reflection there in the poor creature’s eye.

I leaned down for a closer look and noted the variously placed bullet holes. The smell of blood and opened bowels, a cloyingly sweet, burned-sugar sort of smell that made my throat constrict.

“Do you smell that?” I asked, taking a step back.

Both men nodded. “Sweet,” Luther said, “and ruined at the same time.”

I pulled out my pocket notebook and jotted down the facts: 5 dead horses. Lack of appetite. Sudden madness. Violence. Sickly sweet smell, like apples left to rot on the ground, then singed in a fire.

Later, I would transcribe all of these details into my diary—my place to record everything I learned with my uncle and catalog each case we encountered.

“Can’t say I ever smelled anything quite like it,” Luther added.

Luther was a man of fifty-seven who had been farming all his life. He was not given to sentiment, but it was obvious he cared deeply for his animals. He took pride in his farm. The place was well-kept, fresh paint on the house and barn, not one fence post rotten or broken. His herd of Holsteins roamed the front field, digging through the snow with their great hooves, looking for bits of grass beneath.

The scar on Luther’s forehead from my uncle’s long-ago sutures was raised and pale against his flushed, sweating face. He kept shaking his head, repeating, “I’ve never seen anything like this.”

I turned to my uncle, and it was clear from his expression that he hadn’t either.

Uncle Thomas had been in Boone’s Ferry for just over five years, and I knew he’d seen his share of shocking things here, before he took me on as his apprentice: people stuffing infected wounds with peat from the bog, carrying potatoes in their pockets to ward off rheumatism, tying tar-covered strings around their throats to cure laryngitis. When the town was ravaged with Spanish influenza last fall, people attempted to treat it with mustard plasters and greased cloths on the chest, licorice tea, and a tonic of sulfur and molasses to purify the blood. There had been no doctor in Boone’s Ferry before he arrived, only the old midwife—Charlotte Albone—who, in addition to birthing babies, doled out herbal remedies to the townspeople, and insisted most sickness could be cured if the afflicted slept with their heads pointing north. She made pouches of camphor and mint for people to wear about their necks during the influenza outbreak, and Uncle Thomas and I had walked in on her treating one very ill patient with bloodletting. My uncle pronounced the treatment barbaric and demanded that she step away from the patient before murdering him. The man was dead hours later and it was my uncle his wife blamed, insisting that the old midwife might have saved him. There were many in town who didn’t come to my uncle when they were ill or injured, because they didn’t trust him yet, had more faith in the old ways.

I have never traveled beyond the hills that surround Boone’s Ferry, and it was Charlotte Albone who brought me into the world and tended to every childhood ailment I’d had with herbs and tinctures, so none of those practices seemed strange to me. Not until I began seeing things through Uncle Thomas’s eyes. Not until he began to train me as he had been trained: in the science of medicine.

“What is it, Doc?” Luther asked. “What did this to my horses?” I was suddenly aware of the sharp sound of whining.

Uncle Thomas cleared his throat. “I’m not a veterinarian,” he reminded Luther, his voice quavering slightly. “I—I don’t know a thing about horses.”

“You’re the only medical man in town,” Luther said, eyes desperate. “There’s one horse left,” he continued, lifting his chin toward the back of the barn. “In the farthest stall. Never let her out once we saw what was happening with the others. Please take a look, Tom?”

Thomas nodded.

What else was he to do?

“We call her Shirley.” The whining was growing more frantic as we approached the lone standing horse. Peering in at the white mare over the gate of her pen, Luther clucked his tongue and spoke in a low, soothing voice. “Good girl, shh. Good Shirley. Easy now.”

The animal was wild, pacing back and forth, but staggering as if drunk, banging against the sides of her stall. Uncle Thomas attempted to assess her, as he would a human patient. As usual, he included me, using this opportunity to teach, to test my knowledge. I clenched my notebook and pencil.

“See the whites of her eyes?” he asked.

I nodded. They were yellowed. “Jaundice,” I said. “And her respirations are fast, breathing labored and wet.” I jotted down my observations. I have found that any problem before me makes more sense if it’s written down on paper, in my own hand.

“And what does that suggest?” Uncle Thomas asked, keeping his eyes on the horse.

“Some sort of lung ailment, with possible pulmonary edema.” I studied the mare’s face. Her mouth was frothy with white, blood-flecked sputum. Her movements were jerky, puppetlike. She moved, I thought, as if not of her own volition.

I heard Aunt Margaret’s voice in my head now: Something bad is around the corner. I saw it in the bones.

“Easy, girl,” Luther cooed again, trying to soothe her.

While we watched, the mare dipped her head down and sank her teeth into her right foreleg, drawing blood.

Luther gasped. “It ain’t right,” he cried. “This animal, she’s not my Shirley. It’s like she’s got some kind of devil inside her.”

The sickly sweet scent was coming off her now, growing stronger.

“It’s not a devil,” Uncle Thomas said.

“Well, what is it, then?” Luther demanded.

“I believe it’s rabies,” Uncle Thomas pronounced. “The animal should be destroyed.”

Rabies? I wrote in my notebook, circling the word.

I thought of what we knew about rabies: the foaming at the mouth, the agitation, the madness. I’d seen it in dogs and a raccoon.

But all of the horses being afflicted so suddenly? It seemed unusual, unlikely. And did not explain the distinctive odor.

The mare stopped chewing her own leg and looked up at us, her yellow eyes glowing in the light, teeth stained red with blood. I took a few steps back. Despite my belief in logic and reason, at that moment, I was sure Luther was right: the animal had the devil inside her.

Without warning, she lowered her head and bolted forward, crashing right through the latched gate, the wood splintering and exploding out around us. Uncle Thomas stumbled backward, right into me, and we both went down, falling against the back wall of the barn. The hooves and the great blocky bared and bloody teeth came toward us as we lay splayed there on the ground, helpless.

Three shots followed in rapid succession.

The horse went down, the front of her skull torn open by the bullets, exposing the soft gray matter of her brain.

“My God,” was all Uncle Thomas could manage to say as he stood up, reached for me, and helped me to my feet. My heart banged a strange and frantic rhythm in my chest and my whole body trembled. The contents of his medical bag were spilled across the filthy barn floor amidst the straw and shavings: stethoscope, surgical kit, bandages, little vials of medicines, needles and syringes, ophthalmoscope.

We were all three quiet a moment, watching the mare, Luther with his gun still trained on her, as if we half expected her to get up.

And though it must have been a trick of light, or an after-death reflex, I was sure I saw the mare’s eyes twitch, turning to look up at us with a mad yellow glimmer.
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September 23, 2016

Her hands were stained up to the wrists, such a vivid red she was sure it would never wash away. Nearly two dozen jars of pickled beets lined the kitchen counters, waiting for the final stage: the hot bath that would seal the lids. The beets floated in brine like small hearts.

They’d never had such a crop.

The beets and potatoes had done well this year in the large garden that took up half of Gram’s backyard. Ashley had suggested they downsize to a smaller, more manageable garden, maybe put in some high raised beds so Gram wouldn’t have to bend over and spend so much time on her knees, but Gram wouldn’t hear of it.

The many pounds of potatoes they’d harvested would be packed into wooden boxes and set in a dark corner of the cellar. The beets they were canning would go into the pantry beside the jars of this year’s previous harvests: tomatoes, string beans, pickles, carrots, Gram’s famous strawberry rhubarb jam, and maple-spiced pickled crabapples, which she served alongside the turkey each Thanksgiving—one of those old family recipes that had been passed down for generations.

“Having a well-stocked pantry is better than money in the bank,” Gram would say, looking proudly at the shelves with their neat rows of carefully labeled jars.

Ash was slipping the skins off the final cooked beets, to then slice them in half and place them in the carefully sterilized jars, which her grandmother would fill with her secret brine recipe: water, vinegar, a good glug of maple syrup, bay leaves, salt, cloves, allspice, and whole peppercorns.

“So are you just going to ignore my question?” Ashley asked, side-eyeing her grandmother. Ashley was nervous, her fingers trembling a little as she dropped the sliced beets into the jars. She could almost feel the folded letter thrumming in the back pocket of her jeans.

“I’m tending to the brine,” Gram said, as she expertly ladled some into the jar of beets Ashley had just packed. Her forehead was damp, her normally tidy gray hair coming undone from the bun she kept it in. “These things take concentration, and you mustn’t disturb an old lady at work,” she added with a mischievous little grin. She’d turned ninety-seven a couple of months ago, yet when she was in the kitchen, she moved like a young woman again, doing a graceful dance between stove and counter, chirping instructions to Ash: Doing good. Almost there. No, Ash, not like that. Cut them a little smaller. That’s it. Good girl.

Gram was the most stubborn person Ashley knew. But Ash could be nearly as stubborn. Tenacity, she preferred to call it—a word her high school chemistry teacher had used to describe her when writing a recommendation letter for college. Ashley had gotten into UVM premed on a full scholarship based on her academics, low income, and sheer tenacity. She was determined to be the first in her family in three generations to go to college, then medical school. “You’ll do well because it’s in your blood,” Gram had told her back then. Gram’s father had been a physician.

Now Ash bit the inside of her cheek and decided to try the question again, phrased a little differently this time. “So you’re saying you have no reason to believe Mom might have gone to Boone’s Ferry? You know… back around the time… back then?”

Ashley had been wondering how to bring this up with Gram for days now, ever since she went digging through Gram’s desk looking for stamps and found the letter tucked in a drawer under a pile of old check registers. Ash had decided she couldn’t bear to wait any longer to confront Gram, and figured that today, making the traditional family beets, was the perfect time. Gram was happy, and most of all, she would be focused on the work, so she wouldn’t do what she usually did when Ash tried to bring up what had happened to Mom—just shake her head and wander off, declaring the conversation finished before it even began.

Ash also knew her grandmother didn’t like to talk about Boone’s Ferry, a little town up at the edge of Vermont, nearly in Canada. It was where Gram’s mother and her family were from, where Gram’s parents, Dr. Thomas Endicott and his wife, Margaret, had lived. But despite the fact that it was only four hours away, Gram had never been. She’d grown up with her mother in Boston, then moved to Vermont just after getting married, to a little village in the Connecticut River Valley, and they had their own family.

Growing up, when Ash had pressed her mother as to why Gram didn’t want to talk about Boone’s Ferry, much less visit, her mom explained that it was likely too painful for her. Gram’s father, whom she’d never known, had died, along with most of their isolated rural town, in a terrible outbreak of the Spanish flu.

Gram made a sour face. She set down the ladle, looked hard at Ashley. “What is all this about, really?”

Ash sighed now, leaned against the counter. “It’s been almost two years since Mom—”

Gram cut her off. “I’m well aware. I’m old, not senile.”

Ash laughed, “Christ, Gram, you’re more with it than I am most days.”

Gram opened her mouth to say something, to argue maybe or chide Ashley for swearing, but then snapped it closed. They were both silent a moment.

Two years ago, in mid-October, Mom had gone missing, wouldn’t answer calls or texts. It wasn’t the first time. She would drop out of sight for a few days, but she always turned up with a story—she’d dropped her phone in the toilet at a dive bar in Maryland, or she’d spent all night dancing with a man who claimed to have been stationed at Area 51 and had seen what was being kept in a hangar there.

But this time, both her brother, Mal, and Gram seemed worried. They’d called the police and reported her missing, told them she had a history of depression, of occasional erratic behavior. Ash had insisted her mother would turn up and be fine, that if something were truly wrong, she would have known. They were close, told each other everything.

The state police found her silver Subaru parked at a bridge an hour and a half away. It had been a rainy autumn, and the river was high and raging. Her purse was found in the car, her phone dead inside it. One of her shoes had washed up in a field two miles downstream.

Her body was never found.

Ash had refused to believe her mother had taken her own life, despite the evidence to the contrary. And it was, the doctors later told her, that denial combined with guilt and grief that caused her to have the breakdown that landed her in the hospital.

“Anyway,” Ash went on now, heading to the sink to rinse and dry her hands, “there’s something we need to talk about, Gram. Why don’t we sit for a minute—you could use a rest.”

“Horsefeathers! We’re nearly done here, and you know we can’t let the brine cool too much.”

“I found the letter,” Ash blurted out before she lost the nerve.

“What letter?” Gram eyed her suspiciously, reaching for a stained towel to wipe her own gnarled hands on.

Ash slipped the letter out of her back pocket. “I was looking for stamps and found this in your desk.” She opened the envelope, no return address but her mother’s familiar writing on the front with Gram’s full name and address. Ashley pulled out the letter, unfolded it for Gram to see:


October 14, 2014

Dear Mother,

I am in Boone’s Ferry. I came here to find the truth that you’ve worked so hard to hide from me.

I know everything.

We’ll talk when I get back.

Louise



Gram blinked at the letter, then looked away.

“How could you keep this from us?” Ash asked, trying to keep her voice calm, but still it cracked as the words came out.

Gram shook her head, went back to the beets, ladling brine into a fresh jar.

“Mom was in Boone’s Ferry just days before they found her car by the bridge! And you never told us. You never told the police. You said you had no idea where she was!” Her voice was shaking now.

Gram whispered something so quietly Ash couldn’t make it out.

Ash stared down at the letter in her hands: proof. Proof that she hadn’t been wrong in thinking there was more to the story.

Though Ash had been surprised to learn her mother had gone to Boone’s Ferry, it made sense. Mom had been working on a family tree as a surprise for Gram. She was one of those people who jumped from project to project and threw herself into each completely until she burned herself out, lost interest, and moved on. There had been a UFO phase, an unsolved crimes phase, and many others—the latest was genealogy. She’d hoped that presenting Gram with a family tree would help connect Gram with family she’d lost touch with. But mostly, it seemed like Mom wanted to understand where she came from. They’d talked about it just weeks before Mom’s disappearance. They were in Gram’s kitchen, cleaning up after one of their weekly family dinners. Ash had admitted she just didn’t get the fascination with genealogy.

“In order to understand who we truly are in the present, we have to look at the past,” Mom had insisted, her hands scrubbing a pot in the soapy water of the sink. The ring she always wore, the old carved cameo of a woman’s face, sat on the counter next to the sink, watching them. The ring had belonged to Gram, and before that, her mother, Margaret.

Ash picked up a glass from the rack and began drying it with a towel. “I just don’t see how learning the name and birthplace of your great-great-great-aunt or whoever gives you insight into who you are as a person now,” she said.

“You’re the doctor,” Mom said.

“Not yet,” Ash said.

“Well, don’t they teach med students about DNA?”

“Sure, but—”

“Just think of it, Ash,” she’d said with a dreamy expression. “We are carrying little pieces of the people who came generations, centuries before us. Doesn’t that amaze you? Our genes and chromosomes, they tell a story of who we are, where we came from—it’s not just one story living inside us, but thousands of stories just waiting to be understood, stories that link us to people who lived generations ago, who couldn’t even imagine our existence. How can that not excite you?”

Ash had shrugged. She was more interested in genetic markers for diseases, inherited mutations. More science, less story.

In fact, the last conversation Ashley had had with her mom was about the damn family tree. Mom had called, sounding excited, a little manic even, and asked Ash if they could meet for coffee, said she wanted to go over something she’d learned while doing research. Ashley was tired of feigning interest in their distant relations—a man who was an assistant barrel-maker on the Mayflower, a woman who was one of the first female lawyers in Boston. She’d told her mom she was just too swamped with classes and clinicals, and had a killer exam coming up she really needed to prep for. Her mom had sounded disappointed, strangely distant, but Ash figured it was due to her lack of enthusiasm for hearing more stories about long-ago ancestors who had nothing to do with her. “Maybe next week?” Ashley had said, feeling a little guilty. “We can go to that Thai place you love, the one with the fried coconut ice cream? And you can fill me in on everything you’ve learned.”

Four days later, when Mom didn’t show up for Friday night family dinner, Malcolm had called the police to report her missing.

Ashley tortured herself replaying this conversation in the months to come. If she’d only said yes, maybe things would have turned out differently. Maybe her mother was really reaching out for help under the guise of the family tree. And if only Ashley had realized it, had been more patient, less wrapped up in her own shit, maybe Mom would be here right now, in this kitchen, helping to make the famous family beets. And Ashley might have graduated from medical school, instead of dropping out for a residency in the psych ward. Might have… She stopped the thoughts right there.

She pushed herself away from the beets on the counter now. She knew what she needed to do. If she was ever going to truly understand and accept her mother’s death, she needed answers.

“Gram?”

Her grandmother still wouldn’t make eye contact with her. She was fussing with the lids now.

“I’ve been thinking about it, and I’m going to go up to Boone’s Ferry. See if I can figure out what Mom was up to there. Maybe Mal will come with me. We can show her picture to people, see if—”

“You’ll do no such thing!” Gram said, turning to face her, her voice sharp, clutching a jar of beets. “I’m telling you, there’s nothing to find there, Ash.” Her face was pinched in frustration.

Ash was quiet for a few seconds, looking at her grandmother. Gram was wrong, she felt it in her gut. And it wasn’t just frustration on the old woman’s face.

It was fear.

Ash continued, trying to keep her voice calm and steady.

“But you and everyone else are always telling me I need to find closure. Maybe if I go there, if I try to retrace Mom’s steps—”

“I won’t hear any more talk of it!” Gram’s voice shook. “No one is going to Boone’s Ferry!”

The jar slipped from the old woman’s hand and hit the wood floorboards with an explosion of glass, beets, and hot blood-colored liquid.
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March 9, 1919

I slipped through the woods, hands shoved deep into the pockets of my coarse wool coat. I was practically running, hoping that the sweet smell of death on my clothing had worn off. After leaving Luther’s farm, my uncle and I had quietly made our morning rounds, visiting Esther Gallagher, who had been suffering from gout, and Hazel Beaudry, who had just given birth the day before. Uncle Thomas and I were still too stunned to speak of what had transpired in the barn.

I tried to push the images from my mind, but over and over, I saw that mare bursting through the wood of her stall, teeth bared, bloody froth dripping from her mouth.

Something bad is around the corner. The bones told me so.

It was a cold and cheerless day, and my breath came out in moist clouds as my feet slipped through the thin layer of snow and mud. March and April were always the cruelest months in our valley. There were periods of warmth, promises of spring with snowdrops and crocuses peeking through the dead grass, trees starting to bud—and then the temperature would plummet and snow would cover the land once more, crushing the new growth. Each morning a cold fog covered everything, and when the temperature dropped, it left the trees and bushes needled with ice, turning the familiar landscape sharp and dangerous-looking.

I expertly moved between the trees, crossed fields, passed the back side of the Duttons’ farm, where the smoke billowed in great plumes from their sugarhouse. I stopped for a moment, relieved to see the pigs, as usual, in their pen eating slop and the nearby cows munching on a pile of hay. My heart sank, though, when I realized not one family horse was in the pasture.

I quickly turned and picked up the pace as I made my way along the edge of a still-frozen Pigeon Pond. I caught movement on the other side, a shadow coming out of the stand of cattails, rustling through the dry stalks, gracefully moving through the flora. I realized it was a coyote. We are supposed to loathe coyotes, to shoot them on sight before they have the chance to come into town and steal eggs, kill chickens, calves, and lambs. But the beauty of this one took my breath away—a delicate thing, her fur light gray tinged with red and black, her narrow face and chest pale. The creature froze when she saw me, and we stood there, silently watching each other across the ice. I’m not sure who was hypnotizing whom, but as we held still like that for a moment a chill ran up my spine. Can the animal smell the ruin and death on me? Know the horror of what I’ve seen? And with that she turned and slipped soundlessly into the woods.

At last the back of the old Ayers house came into view, and I stopped to make sure there was no one out walking or hunting; no one who might spot me and wonder what on earth I was doing. Or worse, follow me to come see. Satisfied that I was once again alone, I darted across the overgrown field, which was once a carefully kept backyard with a neat garden. A small cluster of apple trees stood unpruned and overgrown, hunched like forgotten old women guarding the dooryard.

The two-story house was waiting for me, dark and gray, a broken-backed and forgotten thing.

People said it was haunted. That old Mrs. Ayers walked through the rooms at night, banging on walls, moaning and calling a name no one could recognize. Charlotte Albone and some of the women from town had come and encircled the house in salt and herbs, driven iron spikes into the corners of the property to bind her spirit and keep her from roaming through the village. “A ghost with unfinished business is a troublesome thing,” was what Charlotte Albone said.

Over the years, there had been talk of burning the place down. People said it was a danger, a blight on the landscape. Mothers worried that a child might wander over to play and fall through the rotten floorboards into the cellar, or be bitten by one of the bats who’d taken up residence in the old lady’s bedroom upstairs. But no children went to play there. They knew better.

I checked my pocket watch—one of my greatest treasures, passed down by my uncle when he received a new watch from Aunt Margaret at Christmas. The watch he’d given to me was gold and had his initials etched into the front: TEC, Thomas Christopher Endicott. The etching was done in lovely swirling cursive, the E the largest letter in the center.

It was half past noon already.

I was late.

I got to the back kitchen door, a rusted horseshoe nailed above it, meant to keep evil out.

I pushed the old door open, the hinges letting out a scream. “Hello?” I called. “Are you still here?”

I was greeted with silence.

Only ghosts at home.

And here I was, another ghost stepping in to join them.

A late ghost. Too late, it seemed.

“Damn,” I muttered, hating how loud and shrill my voice sounded in the silent house.

I bit my lip as I crept through the kitchen.

The house had stood empty since Mrs. Ayers died twenty years ago—before I was even born. There were holes in the roof and shattered windows lined the perimeter. The place smelled of dampness and mice, of all things abandoned. The cookstove sat cold and rusty, a stack of rotten wood and kindling beside it, but the cupboards were full of dishes, pots and pans, jars of preserves no longer fit to eat. I glanced into the last cabinet, to see a jar of whole tomatoes floating like bloody organs, still untouched. The seal was ruined; liquid had bubbled up and was seeping out, adding to the smell of ferment and rot.

I stepped into the small, dark parlor with its moth-eaten furniture, spongy floors, and heavy curtains spotted with mildew. I began to pull one of the curtains open, to let some light into the room, when a shape flew out of the darkness in the back left corner, hitting me with such terrible force, I was instantly knocked to the ground, which received my head with a cracking thud.

All the breath left me at once and dazzling bright-colored stars lit up the ceiling. My mouth tasted of iron-y blood.

I blinked, let my eyes refocus, sure I’d see the crazed mare with its yellow eyes looking down at me.

But this was no equine specter.

It was Pearl.

She was on top of me, pinning me down and smiling. She reminded me of a fox when she smiled—all teeth, mischievous. Or perhaps she was more like the coyote I had just seen. Beautiful, cunning, and dangerous.

“Are you trying to kill me?” I asked.

“I thought you weren’t coming.” Pearl’s eyes scrutinized mine, voice wicked and scolding. “I thought you’d forgotten me.”

I am taller, stronger, but Pearl is all energy and has more weight on her than I do—she teasingly calls me the scarecrow girl.

Pearl tightly clasped my wrists, keeping my arms up above my head.

“I could never forget you,” I vowed. “We were out at the St. James place first thing this morning. It was terrible. There was—”

Pearl leaned down, pressed her lips against mine. She tasted like cherry pie and I let her envelop me. “I don’t want to hear anything terrible, Frankie,” she whispered when she pulled her mouth away from mine. “The only sickness or injury I want to speak of is the trouble with my heart.”

I looked up at her, frowning. “Your heart?”

Pearl took my hand, placed it on her chest over the lace trim of her dress, the shiny buttons that ran down the middle. “Do you feel it? How hard it beats?”

I nodded.

Pearl guided my hand to the left so that it was over her breast, the nipple erect beneath the fabric. I took in a shuddering breath.

“Do you know how it ached when I thought you weren’t coming?” Pearl asked, grinding her hips into mine, moaning softly.

“I’m sorry,” I said, all clear thoughts leaving me, drifting up with the dust. “I couldn’t—”

“Shh…” Pearl said, kissing me again, long and deep. “You’re here now, my love. You’re home.”

I laughed, feeling myself melting into Pearl. “Some home,” I said, looking around at the filthy floor, the furniture chewed through by moths and mice, rotted by time itself.

“That’s how I think of this place, you know,” Pearl said, shifting her weight, but still keeping me pinned. “This is our house. I imagine it sometimes, all fixed up—don’t you?”

The truth was, I did. Sometimes, when we met here, I let myself believe it was our home, a place for us and us alone. A secret house cut off from the rest of the world.

We’d been meeting at the Ayers place for almost a year. It was Pearl’s idea. Before that, we’d sneak off to dark corners of the woods, haylofts, root cellars, the middle of a cornfield—places where only birds, mice, and spiders might catch us.

Pearl and I have known each other since we were children, playing dolls and house together, making forts in the woods. I taught her how to fish and how to make a pipe with a dried-out corncob and a reed from the riverbank. She taught me how to play dolls and to sew and get along with the dull girls our age. But the year we turned twelve, our friendship shifted. I knew I was different, that I didn’t like boys the way other girls did. That when I lay awake in bed at night imagining a future where I was married, it wasn’t a boy I was kissing and coming home to, but a girl. And not just any girl, but Pearl. I kept my thoughts and feelings to myself, did not dare speak them out loud. But like all secrets, it festered and metastasized. It became a bright burning thing that was all I could think about some days. I knew I was in love with her when I was ten years old, but even then I understood how dangerous this was. Not only because of the wrongness of my feelings for her, but because of who she was—the daughter of the wealthiest, most important man in town.

My fate was sealed one afternoon when we were thirteen. We were in Pearl’s bedroom sewing together, working on a quilt.

“Have you kissed a boy yet, Frankie?” she’d asked.

I didn’t answer, just felt my face and ears grow red as I concentrated very hard on the tiny stitches I was making. We’d pieced the top together, then pinned it to the backing with cotton between. We were doing the quilting, neat curved patterns of stitching to hold it all together.

“I have,” she confessed. “I kissed Charlie Dunn up in the bell tower at the factory. He asked to see the bell and I sneaked up there with him and we kissed.”

I still said nothing, just continued working on my stitches, listening to the blood thrum in my ears. I hated Charlie Dunn with my whole heart in that moment. Hated him and longed to be him. What right did he have to be the first to kiss Pearl? He knew nothing about her. He didn’t know what she looked like when she was sparkling with sand and silt drying off on the beach after swimming at the pond, or the way her lips turned red from raspberries we picked in the thicket by the river. He didn’t know her secret fox smile or that the second toe on each foot was longer than the others, which she claimed meant that she came from royalty. He hadn’t counted each freckle on her cheeks or noticed all the shades of gold in her hair when the sun hit it. He was just some dumb boy who saw the breasts growing under her dress, breasts that many of the girls our age didn’t have yet, not the way Pearl did.

“Set down your needle,” Pearl instructed, and I did, glancing at her as I tried to keep my breath steady. She moved closer to me on the bed, the unfinished quilt covering our laps, our legs touching. “Do you want to know,” she asked, “what it was like? I could show you.”

“I-I—” I stammered, my body trembling slightly.

She took my hand, placed it on her shoulder. “He put his hand here like this, and I put mine on him, like this,” she said, clasping my left shoulder firmly. “And Charlie, his sweater was scratchy, but your shirt is soft,” she said, running her hand over my shoulder, caressing my back. “And he smelled of onions and wet wool, but you, you smell like apples.” She smiled, leaned closer. I could feel her breath on my cheek. “He put his lips on mine and moved his hand down here,” she said, pulling my hand down over her left breast. I stopped breathing, my whole body thrumming with a terror and longing I’d never known.

Her lips brushed against mine and I jerked away as though I’d been burned with a hot iron.

I had never been more afraid of anything, or anyone, than I was of her, of my own feelings for her at that moment. I stood up, letting the pinned quilt fall to the floor. “I’m sorry,” I said, taking a reeling step toward the door, dizzy, lightheaded, and trying to catch my breath.

“It was just pretend,” Pearl called after me.

“I have to go,” I told her as I practically ran from the room.

After that, I avoided Pearl for a long time. When she would corner me and ask me to come over, or to go ice-skating, I made excuses, told her I had plans with the boys. It was true that I had always preferred the company of boys and found their games, their talk, much easier to understand. But I still thought about her and often wondered if she thought about me too. But surely not in the same way I was thinking of her. At night, under the covers, I’d let myself imagine what might have happened if I’d let her show me what kissing was like that day in her bedroom, our bodies pressed together under the quilt.

Our first real kiss was seventeen months ago. October 17—what Pearl now called our anniversary. We’d been at the fall harvest celebration. The church was decorated with leaves and cornstalks, the bonfire in the churchyard was blazing, the fiddlers were playing, the apple brandy and hard cider flowing. I’d sneaked away for some quiet and Pearl followed me, tucked her arm into mine, and asked me to walk with her. We crossed the yard and made our way toward the woods.

“You are a puzzle to me, Frankie O’Massey,” she’d said.

“Am I? How so?” I was wearing my finest pressed white shirt and trousers, a gray vest I had tailored to fit me perfectly.

We’d crossed the path going into the cemetery and she led us past it, going deeper into the woods.

“Most people, boys in particular, are easy for me to read. I see them looking at me and I know what they’re thinking. What they want. But you, I’ve caught you looking at me many times, but I cannot for the life of me see what’s going on in your head. You’re unreadable. And it drives me mad.”

I was stunned, fervent, but not sure what to say. This was dangerous territory. One wrong move and I would pay dearly. I am no fool. I knew what would happen if Pearl told her friends, laughing about odd Frankie being in love with her. Word would spread like wildfire through town. It was one thing for me to dress the way I did, keep my hair cut short, and smoke and drink with the men, but confessing my feelings for Pearl would be crossing a line that could not be uncrossed. “I’m sorry,” was all I could manage.

“You should be,” she said, shaking her head, clucking her tongue. “Driving poor girls mad.”

We had reached a thicket of white birch, deep in the woods. She turned and leaned into me, looking into my eyes and down to my lips. “You know what else drives me mad?”

“No,” I whispered, my throat thick, feeling I should pull away from her. It was unbearable being that close, feeling her sweet breath on my cheek.

“That you never seem to see me looking at you.”

“I do… I have… I only…” I was tripping over my words, breathing too fast, my heart beating so hard I was sure Pearl could hear it.

And that was when she kissed me. And yes, it was she who kissed me first. A fact she reminds me of and chides me for regularly.

As I lay pinned on the floor at the Ayers house, I looked around the dusty room and up at Pearl on top of me, her face inches from mine, her breath warming me but giving me chills at the same time. “I can see it so clearly, our house. Our home,” Pearl said, looking around. “I’d be here each evening with nothing more than an apron on,” she said teasingly. “Waiting for you to come home.”

I felt the heat of my face as I blushed.

“You,” Pearl went on, “my dashing husband, who has been off doctoring, saving people from incipient diseases.”

“Dashing husband?” I cut her off, one eyebrow cocked in the way I knew Pearl found irresistible. “Why can’t I be your dashing wife?”

Pearl shook her head, looking flustered. “Because that’s not the way it works, Frankie. There are rules. Rules we all have to live by. Or pretend to at least.”

I sighed deeply, in no mood to hear about rules. I tried to get out from under Pearl, but I was trapped.

One of the things I loved most about Pearl was that she didn’t give a damn about rules. She’d always forged her own path and never got in trouble for it because of who she was, who her father was. She was a girl used to getting her own way every time, which was why her comment surprised me.

“I often think about it, though,” Pearl admitted now. “A life with you…” Her voice trailed off. “But to do it properly, like civilized people do, we would have to pretend.”

“Pretend,” I said, spitting the word out like a bitter stone. I bucked my hips, managed to unbalance Pearl and climb out from under her.

“Would it be so hard?” Pearl asked. “You dress that way anyway—wearing your uncle’s cast-off shirts and trousers, his worn boots.”

For as long as I can remember, I’ve been most comfortable in trousers and boys’ shirtsleeves. When I’d been forced to wear dresses as a child, I felt ridiculous, like I’d put on a costume for Halloween. When I meet strangers—which is rare, not many strangers pass through Boone’s Ferry—I am often mistaken for a boy, and I never bother to correct them.

I rubbed the back of my still-sore head, pulled my old wool coat around me tighter, then reached into the pocket and drew out my pipe and pouch of tobacco.

“We could go away,” Pearl said, voice soft and light as a cloud. “Far off over the hills to a place where no one knows us, a town we’ve never even heard of! We could introduce you as Frank. Bind your chest. Get you suits of fancy clothing.” She smiled that fox smile, looking at me. “We could even put a beard on you.”

I took a breath and held it, released it slowly. “I’m afraid my beard would tickle you when we kiss, my love,” I said. Pearl burst into laughter and reached for my pipe, tucking it into my pocket, then put her arms around me and pulled me back down to the floor. This time I was on top.

“Please, Frankie,” she said, looking up at me, eyes pleading. “Can’t we run away together? We could leave tonight. I have some money. And you, you’re so clever, and—”

“Where would we go?” I asked.

“Anywhere. Anywhere but here.”

“Is here so terrible?” I asked. “We have our families. I’ve got my work with my uncle. And we have this place, our secret house. We can go on meeting here every day, there’s no one to stop us.”

She frowned. “It’s not enough and I—”

I kissed Pearl hard as I unbuttoned her dress, ending the discussion.

There was no more talk of husbands and wives or running away. No discussion of why we couldn’t just go on being girl and girl hidden away from the world in our secret house. There was only our lips, my tongue exploring the topography of my lover’s body, like a cartographer charting new land. Here a freckle, there a little hair where it shouldn’t be, a dimple no one else but Pearl’s mother had ever seen.

Pearl’s body went rigid and she pushed me off, sat up, stared wide-eyed at the window with its pulled-back curtain.

“What is it?” I asked.

“Nothing…” Pearl said, pulling her dress closed. “I thought I saw…”

“What?” I asked, heart hammering. Had someone been there at the window? Had someone seen us?

“A horse,” Pearl said, shaking her head. “I thought I saw the head of a horse looking in at us. But that’s impossible, isn’t it?”

Every hair on my body stood up as a chill washed over me. I turned, looked back at the window. But there were only the bare trees outside, and our own reflection: two girls in each other’s arms on a dirty floor in a falling-down house.

“You’re right,” I said. “Impossible.”
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The stains would never come out of the old wide-plank kitchen floor. Ashley understood that. She’d understood it even as she spent much of her afternoon scrubbing at the pine floorboards with just about every cleaning product in the house.

“You’re the only one who’s gonna notice,” Malcolm said, passing her the joint he’d just lit up.

It was nearly nine. Gram had headed upstairs to bed shortly after dinner, saying she was tired—the canning project had done her in.

She’d been strangely quiet during dinner. On edge, upset about breaking the jar. “Bumbling old fool,” she’d called herself. “Maybe you shouldn’t allow me in the kitchen.”

“It’s your kitchen, Gram,” Ash had told her. “If you leave the cooking to me, we’ll all suffer. And Malcolm will definitely stop coming for supper on Fridays.”

Malcolm came each Friday, and called days before to ask what was on the menu, to put in requests and sweet-talk Gram into making his favorites: chicken and dumplings, lasagna, pot roast, berry pie or chocolate cake for dessert. The Friday dinners were a highlight of all of their weeks.

After dinner, they’d all settled in the living room to watch TV, just like usual. Gram loved the cooking shows: especially the silly contests where chefs were handed a basket of strange ingredients and given an hour to come up with something great. Ash and Gram were on the couch, Malcolm was in the big recliner.

But Gram was pretty much silent until announcing she was going to turn in early.

“Don’t you want to see how the sauerkraut cupcakes turn out?” Malcolm had asked.

“Not tonight, dear,” Gram said, already on her way out of the room.

“Shit,” Ashley hissed when Gram was out of earshot. She’d gone too far showing Gram the letter, telling her she wanted to go to Boone’s Ferry. She’d handled it all wrong.

“I’d totally try a sauerkraut cupcake,” Mal said, glassy eyes fixed on the TV. Then he pulled out his phone and did a voice-to-text note: “Business idea: a cupcake bakery where each cupcake has a surprise ingredient. Sauerkraut, beets, ghost peppers.”

After a bit of wheedling, Ashley had convinced Malcolm to leave the cooking show and head back into the kitchen to help clear the table, do the dishes, and put away the leftovers. Now they sat at the table, drinking beer and sharing the rest of the joint Mal had brought.

Rather than relaxed, though, Malcolm seemed anxious, which Ashley recognized as his I’ve got a new no-fail business idea kind of energy. This, like their back-and-forth debates over the dinner menu, was expected from Mal.

Malcolm was always searching for the next big idea. It was an endless cycle: he’d come up with a plan, put all his time, energy, and money into it, and then before it ever got off the ground, he’d lose interest and jump to something new. He was like Mom in so many ways.

Back in May, he’d decided to start a butterfly farm: ordered cages, tented nets, plants, nectar, and caterpillars. The caterpillars turned to butterflies before he had food and plants ready for them, so he opened up the tent and let them all go. He’d gone into business with his friend Seth, building wooden yurt kits for people, but only sold one. Last year he’d started a silk-screened T-shirt business, but didn’t realize you needed to do the lettering backward. He was wearing one of his failed T-shirts today, one that he had designed for a local band, Red Dog Daze, with the band name spelled backward at the bottom under a red dog. After that, he got involved in what Ashley was sure was a pyramid scheme, selling an athletic supplement called GoBroGo Greens. Between his entrepreneurial endeavors, he worked odd jobs house painting, landscaping, and picking up a few shifts at the local food co-op.

“Ash, I’ve got a new idea to run by you.”

“Yeah?” Ashley’s thoughts were drifting, circling back to Gram in the kitchen, to the letter, to Boone’s Ferry. Would she really go? Make the trip against Gram’s wishes?

“So I’ve been reading this book, The Reason You Haven’t Succeeded,” Mal went on, “and doing all the exercises, and I think I’ve been approaching things all wrong. I haven’t been working in my ‘zone of greatness.’ ”

“Your zone of greatness?”

“Yeah, remember, I told you about what I learned from that seminar I went to last month, how twenty percent of your actions account for eighty percent of your results. And that twenty percent, that’s you working at your best, at the thing you do that no one else does like you do. That’s your zone of greatness.”

She gave a vague nod, not remembering, but also not wanting the self-improvement lecture to go on and on. Malcolm was always reading books, watching videos, and attending seminars that were supposed to help him be his best version of himself and make him attract wealth and success beyond his wildest dreams.

“So most of my businesses, they’ve been focused on me selling a product, right? But I’ve realized that’s not where my talents lie.” He was sitting on the edge of his chair, bouncing his knees.

“Okay,” Ashley said. “So tell me, what do you see your zone of greatness as being?”

“I’m good with people, right?”

She nodded. Her brother was nothing if not a charmer. It was the reason friends and family and even random strangers kept loaning him money for his endeavors and agreeing to go into business with him.

“Hospitality.”

She blinked at him. “Hospitality?” she repeated.

“I want to open an inn or a bed-and-breakfast. Something small and niche. Do a farm-to-table thing. People love that. Maybe we could even grow food and have chickens and stuff on-site.”

Ashley kept nodding, taking a big hit of weed, holding it, letting it seep in, loosen her up, as she studied her younger brother through the haze of smoke. He needed a haircut, and she still hadn’t gotten used to the dark, bushy beard he’d been growing out. His dark brown eyes were bloodshot, but had that contagious little-boy excitement Ashley had always loved. When you were with him, you started jiggling your knees too, and you believed every word he said, wanting to give him whatever he needed to help bring his latest scheme to life.

“I think this is what the visions I had back in Peru were telling me. Remember, I kept seeing a white house with big, beautiful gardens?”

She nodded.

Malcolm had gone in on a cryptocurrency trading business with his best friend, Dan, two years ago and actually made a little money before getting out of it. But after their mom died, he promptly spent everything he had on a monthlong “transformative journey” to Peru, where he did ayahuasca with a shaman who turned out not to be a shaman at all, but a dentist from New Jersey. Malcolm returned from Peru out of money and with the beard, which he’d grown because he’d seen a vision of himself—a more powerful version of himself—with it.

Gram had gone up to bed an hour ago, but they could hear her walking around upstairs, slippered feet dragging across the hardwood floors. The sound of doors opening and closing reverberated through the house.

“So what do you think?” Malcolm asked, both of them eyeing the ceiling.

Ashley took in a deep breath, wondering if now was the time to point out that he had no money, zero experience in hospitality, and no chance of getting a loan.

She smiled and looked back down at him. “I think it sounds great,” she said.

“It is great. It is! But the thing is, I can’t do it on my own. I think that’s why you kept showing up in my visions too. You were there with me at the white house with the gardens. It all makes sense now.”

Ash held her breath and thought, Here we go.

“I was wondering if you might want to invest. Help me buy a place. It doesn’t need to be anything fancy. I can fix it up, put in the sweat equity. You don’t have to do any work at all, really. Just provide a little capital so we can put money down on a place. Once it’s up and running, the mortgage will be taken care of.”

She shook her head, which felt heavy on her neck. “Seriously, Mal? I work in a bakery. I’m not sitting on a big pile of cash.”

Ashley worked part-time as a baker at the Tin Whistle, a little café in town. She’d taken the job when she moved in with Gram. She was just out of the hospital and had decided to take time off from med school. Time to focus on getting well. She got to work at four thirty in the morning and baked bread, muffins, cookies, and pies until ten. There was something soothing about following recipes, mixing dough, the ovens heating up the kitchen, filling the whole place with warm, comforting smells. Baking made sense to her in a time when few things made sense: not her mother’s death or her own breakdown and hospitalization, not the fact that she’d left medical school, giving up on the dream that had been the sole focus of her life for as long as she could remember. She felt delicate and fragile then, like a woman made of paper who might blow away or disintegrate in a stiff breeze. Baking gave her a sense of purpose, made her feel solid and real and like she was accomplishing something useful: making food to nourish people.

She didn’t make much money, and most of what she earned went to pay Gram room and board—something Gram said was unnecessary considering all the work Ashley did around the house, but Ash insisted. She wasn’t going to be anyone’s freeloader. And it was just temporary, she told herself and Gram. She’d go back to med school eventually.

But it had been nearly two years. Two years of living with Gram and being a baker at a little café. Not the future everyone (herself included) had envisioned for her.

“I get it, Ash. I do,” Malcolm said now. “It’s just that I really believe this might be it. The thing I’m meant to do. It just feels right, you know? And it’s okay if you can’t help. I know that if it’s truly meant to be, I can manifest it. The things I need will come to me.”

Ashley let out a frustrated chuff of air. The room felt too small, too smoky. She looked down at the joint in her hand, fingertips still stained red.

Sometimes Malcolm’s magical thinking amused her, but sometimes it seemed downright pathetic. For a smart guy, he believed a lot of flaky shit.

The dragging sound intensified above them.

“What, is she moving her furniture around now?” Malcolm asked, brow furrowed.

Ashley looked up at the ceiling and shrugged. She thought of checking, but decided to give her grandmother some privacy.

It was the one of the reasons they’d lived so well together over the last couple of years—they both just kind of knew when to offer help or company and when to give each other space. She and Gram could almost read each other’s minds, it seemed. And after the fight about the letter, Ashley was sure Gram would want to be left alone.

“Did you do something to piss her off earlier? Cut the beets the wrong way or something?” Malcolm asked with a sly grin.

Ashley sighed. “Worse,” she admitted. “I told her I was thinking about going up to Boone’s Ferry.”

Mal shook his head. “Ash!”

She sighed deeply, reached into her back pocket, and pulled out the letter, handing it over to her brother. “I found this in Gram’s desk a few days ago.”

Malcolm opened the letter and read it carefully, taking his time. She watched his eyes darting back and forth across the page.

“I don’t understand,” Mal said.

“Look at the date, Mal. Mom was in Boone’s Ferry just days before they found her car.”

“But… why?”

“She was there and Gram knew. Gram hid it from us. Didn’t even tell the police when they asked if we had any idea where she might be.”

Malcolm’s eyes glazed over.

“Today I finally got up the guts to ask Gram about it. I told her I wanted to go up there.”

“Wait, why?” Mal asked. “Why would you go there?”

Was he kidding? Had he not just read the letter?

“To look for answers! If I try to figure out what Mom was doing, who she might have talked to, where she stayed, then—”

He shook his head, folded up the letter, and put it in the envelope.

“Don’t you get it?” she said. “The key to understanding what happened to Mom might be there in Boone’s Ferry! She was there, Mal! And what the hell does she mean by ‘I know everything’? What did she find?”

Mal set the letter on the table.

They were quiet for a few seconds, except for Malcolm drumming his fingers on his craft beer can.

“Ash, there’s nothing to understand. I know what happened to Mom.” He reached across the table, took her hand. “She was depressed. She’d been struggling for a while but she hid it really well. She drove out to the bridge, got out of her car, and jumped.”

Ash stared in disbelief at her brother. He spoke the words in such a slow, cool, practiced way, it was like reciting lines from a play.

“I know how much it hurts. I know you haven’t been able to fully accept it. But you’ve gotta see that this isn’t healthy. You’re looking for answers you’re never going to find. This is what landed you in the—”

Ash pulled her hand away from her brother and snatched the letter from the table. “This is proof!” she growled.

“Proof of what, exactly?” he asked, giving her the worried look she knew too well.

“That there’s more to the story.”

He nodded, pushed his shaggy hair out of his eyes. “Ash,” he said, his voice low and soothing, like he was talking to a small child. “Tell me the truth. Are you seeing her again?”

“Who?” she asked, as if she didn’t know.

“Mom,” he said, voice trembling slightly. “Is… is she back?”
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March 9, 1919

Out walking again?” Aunt Margaret asked when I came into the kitchen and took my apron from the hook by the stove. “Even in this weather?”

I nodded, avoiding her gaze. “It clears my head.” I went to the sink, washed my hands, scrubbing under my short nails. I could feel my aunt’s eyes boring into my back. I knew she didn’t quite believe me, but I was not sure what she suspected. What the bones might have told her.

“Walking alone?” Aunt Margaret asked as I turned finally to face her. “Or did someone join you?”

My body stiffened but I forced a smile. “Alone,” I said, for it wasn’t a lie. I had walked to the Ayers place and back alone.

She studied me and smiled in a knowing way, and I felt my face and ears grow hot.

“You know,” she pushed, “if you were… walking… with someone and wanted to tell me, it would remain between us. Our secret.” I kept my eyes trained ahead, focused on retying my apron, though suddenly my hands were clumsy and fumbled the strings.

I knew my aunt had secrets of her own. There were the bones she kept hidden in the kitchen and read each morning. There was the charm full of herbs she wore tucked under her dress—made for her by Charlotte, whom Margaret had been seeing secretly for over a year now. And then there was my aunt’s midnight roaming.

I wasn’t the only one who suffered from insomnia in our house. Aunt Margaret said walking in the moonlight relaxed her, stopped her mind from spinning. But, like the bones and the charms, she knew her husband would not approve. “Don’t tell your uncle,” Aunt Margaret said on the nights I’d gone out to smoke on the porch and caught her sneaking into or out of the house. I’d promised.

“I saw a coyote over by Pigeon Pond,” I told her now, wanting to change the subject. “Beautiful creature, but unusual to see one out in the middle of the day like that, don’t you think?”

Aunt Margaret nodded. “An omen.” She twisted the cameo ring on the middle finger of her right hand, focused on some unknown thing. Aunt Margaret fidgeted with it when she was nervous or deep in thought.

“Or perhaps it was just hungry and on its way to the Duttons’ coop to steal an egg or a slow hen.” I was not in the mood to talk of omens. Today I needed the comfort of logic and reason.

“Perhaps,” Aunt Margaret said, looking out the window. “Well, you haven’t missed much here,” she sighed, rubbing her belly. She was five months pregnant. Margaret had previously suffered three miscarriages, yet she believed this baby was here to stay—the bones told her so. She had also confessed to me that it was the midwife’s herbal remedies and charms that had strengthened her womb, and that this child she carried inside her was there thanks to the old woman. Margaret was sure it was a girl, and said that when she was born, she would insist on naming her Charlotte in tribute.

“I’ve got the stew for supper on and am just making a pie now,” Aunt Margaret said. “Your uncle’s been locked away in his study. He didn’t want his dinner or even tea and cake. He’s crouched over his medical books. He’s got a dozen of them pulled from the shelves.”

My stomach turned at the memory of this morning

“He says the horses at the St. James place had rabies,” Margaret said. “But—” She paused for a long moment.

“But what?” I asked as I moved next to her, sprinkling flour on the counter. Margaret handed me a ball of dough.

“Do you think it was rabies?” she asked as I began to roll out the crust. I usually loved this: knowing that Margaret valued my opinion, asking what I thought of things and listening intently when I answered. But today was different—today my aunt’s questioning gaze made me uneasy.

I thought of the horses lying in ruined heaps.

Then I thought of Pearl, begging to run away.

We could leave tonight.

I bit my lip, pressed hard on the rolling pin.

“Not so thin,” Aunt Margaret said mildly.

I nodded, eased up on the crust.

I had been taught to cook and was put to work in the kitchen often, as was expected of me growing up. I have picked up the basics, but I find the work dull and my mind wanders. However, I know that when the baby comes, it will be up to me to cook each meal until Margaret is on her feet again, so I’m keen to improve my skills and learn all of her recipes.

It is a talent of mine, I think, to be able to walk between two worlds. I can easily enter the world of men, smoking and drinking at the pub, listening as they share news and swap tales; I can just as easily slip into a kitchen, don an apron, and peel potatoes, make pie. I have learned to blend into these environs so well that it is as if I’m hardly there at all. I am a ghost—listening, sipping at brandy, chopping carrots.

“If it is rabies, it’s presenting very differently than what I’ve seen before,” I said at last, knowing better than to challenge my uncle’s diagnosis. He was the doctor.

I have been living with my aunt and uncle since they moved to town five years ago. I am an only child. My father abandoned my mother and me when I was a baby, and I have no memory of him. My mother died when I was four. I was shuffled from house to house after that, relatives and kind townsfolk taking me in, no one sure quite what to do with me—this little girl who wanted to play with only boys, who hated school because she was bored, but who read everything she could get her hands on.

They tried. One family after another did their best to shape me into a proper girl. They gave me dolls, sat me down with baskets of sewing, taught me to cook. But I was always happiest when my chores were complete and I could run wild in the woods with whatever pack of boys happened to be around. And as I grew and began to have inklings of my romantic feelings for other girls, I knew well enough that it was best to never say them out loud, even when the boys I roamed with began to speak of which girls they fancied and what they dreamed of doing with them. I never felt ashamed of my feelings, only afraid of what might happen should they be found out. And I must confess, there was a certain thrill, a certain power in walking through the world with such a secret locked away at the very center of my being.

When Thomas and Margaret came to town, it seemed all of Boone’s Ferry breathed a sigh of relief—here was a childless couple, relatives, who had the means of raising this girl no one seemed to want. Most recently, I had been living with Margaret’s brother, David, his wife, Mercy, and their three boys. The house was small and crowded and I had slept on a cot in the kitchen. Their oldest boy, Chauncey, called me an it, neither a he nor a she, whenever there were no parents or teachers to stop him; he teased me mercilessly. Worse still, he was cruel to creatures. I had seen him pull the wings off butterflies. He once caught a baby duckling and put it in a canning jar with the lid on, watching as it suffocated. He kept the duckling in the jar hidden in his room to torment me—showed me its desiccated corpse.

Margaret is my mother’s first cousin. They’d spent their early childhood together in Boone’s Ferry, but Margaret had been sent to live with another aunt in Boston after her mother died young. Our family, I’ve often thought, has had more than its share of dead mothers.

It was in Boston that Aunt Margaret met and married Thomas, a successful young doctor working at Boston City Hospital. But Margaret was homesick, and spun wonderful tales of the bucolic life in Boone’s Ferry, where she’d assured Thomas that they desperately needed a doctor—a real doctor, not just a midwife with her folk remedies. It wasn’t long before they left Boston behind.

I am lucky to be not only welcome in their home, but genuinely loved and nurtured. Yes, my aunt still calls me Frances now and then, and will occasionally suggest that I might try to grow my hair out, or wear some slightly more feminine attire, but she is gentle about it, never cruel. My uncle doesn’t treat me like a girl or a lady, but like a son. Uncle Thomas passes down all his clothing to me, even things that are nearly new that he claims don’t fit him right and would look better on me, shares all his knowledge and the books from his massive library, drinks brandy and smokes a pipe with me each evening as we rehash the day. There has never been any talk, no suggestion even, of me marrying and moving out as all the other girls my age are expected to do. My uncle has told me, on several occasions, that he relies on me, and that I am more than welcome to stay with them as long as I like. “One day, if you continue to work with me, study with me, I believe you’ll be a finer physician than I am. You won’t have the title, of course, but what’s a piece of paper compared with knowledge and ability?”

I begin each day by tidying the examination room, then I write out the scheduled rounds in Thomas’s diary, and gather the tools and medicines we might need into the worn leather medical bag. If I wake too early, which I often do—I, like Margaret, am a fitful sleeper—I pass the time reading medical texts, studying. Then at seven, I make my way into the kitchen to help Aunt Margaret with breakfast. I believe in earning my keep.

“I’ll tell you, Frances,” Margaret said now, lowering her voice, twisting the cameo ring again. “Your uncle seems… uneasy. He wouldn’t say much about what he’d seen at the St. James farm this morning—only that the horses were sick and very quickly died. For each word he spoke, I could see there were a thousand he was holding back. I don’t think I’ve ever seen him quite like this. Not even last fall when the flu was at its worst. I remember how exhausted, how haunted you both looked then. Even now, when you talk about it, you still get that look in your eyes.”

The influenza outbreak hung like a terrible specter over the town. We were only just now starting to believe we were truly over it. Every time a person sneezed or came down with a fever, there was that fear that it might be starting all over again. But our last case had been at the end of December.

“Seeing Thomas today… it just felt different. He looked deeply troubled, but also…” My aunt trailed off.

“Frightened,” I finished.

Aunt Margaret didn’t answer, just nodded, placed her pie crust into the pan, then ran her flour-covered fingers over her belly once more and kept them there, as if to protect the child inside.
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September 23, 2016

Ashley remembered the horrifying version of her mother who’d visited her in the days and weeks after her death: face bloody, curly dark hair in tangles as she followed Ashley around, sitting on the edge of Ash’s bed when she awoke in the middle of the night. And when she opened her mouth, it was like an empty cave—the smell of moist earth and rock, ruined things; her voice was an echo from far away.

“No,” Ashley told her brother now, blinking the memory away. “It’s been almost two years since I’ve had any hallucinations. Not since leaving the hospital.” The medications, the therapy, they had fixed her.

Hadn’t they?

Malcolm took a long swig of beer. “It’s just… I worry about you, Ash.”

“You don’t need to worry, I promise, Mal. I’m fine.” She offered an exaggerated smile as proof.

“You’re still taking your meds?”

Ashley gritted her teeth. “Of course,” she said. But the truth was, she’d stopped taking the meds months ago, weaning herself off without telling anyone, not even Eileen, the kindly white-haired therapist she now saw once a month.

“Did you know Mom was taking antidepressants?” Mal asked.

“What? No. Where did you get that from?”

Her brother nodded. “She told me. The doctor put her on them about three months before her suicide.”

“But why didn’t she tell me?”

“I guess she didn’t want to worry you. You were so busy with school, had enough stressing you. She didn’t want to add to it.”

“But she told you?” Ash was incredulous. “That’s—”

Above them there was another scraping sound, followed by a loud thumping crash. The ceiling shook, and flecks of loose plaster drifted down.

Ashley was up on her feet, racing across the kitchen, down the hall, up the carpeted steps, Malcolm right behind her.

“Gram?” she called as she ran.

No response.

She smelled smoke in the upstairs hallway, the scent catching in the back of her throat. “Something’s on fire, Mal!” she called back to her brother. She knocked sharply on her grandmother’s bedroom door. Again, no response. She kept her hand against the door, feeling for heat, but the door was cool. “I’m coming in, Gram,” she yelled, turning the knob to find it locked. “Shit!” She continued pounding at the door, calling Gram’s name, but the room stayed silent, smoke drifting in wisps from under the bedroom door. She turned to her brother, her expression helpless and frantic. “What do we do?”

Malcolm threw himself against the door, but it didn’t budge.

He yelped in pain, rubbing his shoulder, staring at the door furiously. “Watch out,” he ordered, pushing Ashley back. Then he raised up his right leg and kicked the door. The wood frame splintered, and he shouldered the door the rest of the way open. A plume of smoke poured out.

Ashley followed Malcolm in, choking on the thick black smoke and acrid smell.

The old speckled canning kettle was in the center of the room, not far from the foot of Gram’s bed. Flames leapt up from it, and large bits of gray and black ash were drifting around the room like ruined snow.

“Get water!” Ashley shouted, and Malcolm obeyed, sprinting down the hall to the upstairs bathroom. Ashley stepped around the flaming pot and saw her grandmother stretched out on the floor, eyes open but fixed and glassy, her jaw slack.

Ashley’s mouth went dry and her heart jackhammered as she dropped to her knees.

“Gram!” she shouted, feeling for a pulse at the carotid artery, checking for breathing. Ashley could find no pulse. No rise and fall of the old woman’s chest.

“No,” she whimpered, laying her head on Gram’s chest, breathing in the smell of smoke, talcum powder, the faint trace of cinnamon, cloves, and allspice from the pickled beets.

“No, no, no,” Ashley wailed, a terrible keening song of disbelief. She coughed as she wrapped her arms around the old woman, holding her limp, frail body tight.

Malcolm came running in with the big, galvanized-steel watering can from the shelf in the bathroom and dumped it into the canning kettle. The water hit the flames with a great dragon-like hiss and more black smoke belched out into the room. More flakes of paper ash drifted up, catching in Malcolm’s hair and clothing. He stepped back, coughing. Then he looked over and saw Gram and Ashley on the floor.

Ashley was crying, her body convulsing with great heaving sobs, tears soaking Gram’s flannel nightgown.

“Is she…”

Ashley shook her head without looking up, and replied with shaky breaths. “She… she’s not breathing. No pulse.”

Malcolm’s face contorted, changing from panic to little-boy anguish.

“Can’t you do something?” he asked.

“You were there when we signed the advance directives. She didn’t want to be resuscitated.”

Ashley stood up and gave Mal a long, tight hug. They stayed like that for a moment, crying together, until she let go of her brother and leaned down to stroke Gram’s hair. She took her hand, her old gnarled fingers stained with beet juice, her wedding band and diamond engagement ring loose. Tears streamed down Ashley’s face, dripping onto Gram’s cheek. She reached down and pulled Gram’s eyelids closed, covering the glassy eyes that stared out into nothingness. She gently pushed the old woman’s jaw up, closing her mouth. Now Gram looked almost as if she could be sleeping. Ashley studied her grandmother’s beautiful, deeply lined face, and it wasn’t just Gram she saw, but her mother as well. Herself even.

“I love you so much,” Ashley whispered, part of her hoping Gram’s spirit was lingering with the smoke in the room.

“But I don’t get it. What happened?” Mal stammered.

“I suspect her heart, but maybe a stroke?”

“But—”

“She was ninety-seven years old, Malcolm. A body can’t go on forever. And at least…” She drew in a shaky breath and stifled a sob. “At least it was quick and she was—”

“But what was she doing up here?” Malcolm interrupted her. “What is all this?” He gestured wildly at the canning kettle—the flames were out but smoke still rose from it. Beside it was a small, old-fashioned trunk with the lid open. Ashley now saw that the little door to the storage area behind the wall had been opened. They never used it for anything. “Too full of mice,” Gram had always said. “Best if we just keep it sealed up.”

“I don’t know,” Ashley said. “I’ve never seen any of this stuff before. She must have dragged the trunk out of the storage space. I had no idea there was anything back there.”

Malcolm peered into the trunk. “It’s just a bunch of old papers and photos and stuff.”

There was a book with yellowed pages and a tattered black cover lying on the floor near Gram. Malcolm opened it and flipped through the pages. “It looks like a diary. From 1918 and 1919. But who the hell is Frankie O’Massey from Boone’s Ferry?”

Ashley shook her head. “Never heard of him.” She continued to stroke Gram’s hair.

Malcolm turned to the end of the book, showed Ashley the ragged edges of pages torn out, then looked at the canning kettle, still smoldering.

“She was burning them,” Malcolm said in revelation. “Tearing them out and burning them.” He looked at his sister, a shadow of confusion crossing his grief-stricken face. “But why, Ash? Why would she do that?”
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March 10, 1919

Within twenty-four hours, every horse in town was sick. On Uncle Thomas’s advice, they were all shot, though he admitted to me that he was no longer certain of his initial diagnosis. He’d read all the entries on rabies in his various medical texts, but nothing seemed to make sense.

“The symptoms are close, but not quite the same,” he explained while we drank coffee in the exam room this morning. “And no other animals have been afflicted,” Thomas went on, setting down his coffee cup. “Only the horses. But we know any mammal can acquire rabies. It’s also atypical and… concerning that it spread so rapidly through the entire town.”

I knew we were thinking the same thing: the Spanish flu had started with one case, Freddy Bishop. He had just returned by train from visiting his sister in Montpelier, and it spread through the town like wildfire. Uncle Thomas understood that the sick should be quarantined, but it proved nearly impossible. Mothers refused to be kept from their children, men insisted on going to Loon’s Call for a brandy even when they were so ill they were hardly able to walk themselves over. Uncle Thomas had petitioned for temporary closures of Loon’s Call and the factory, but this only happened after two weeks, when half the town was already bedridden and there weren’t enough men to work the machines or buy drinks at the pub.

He rubbed his eyes. “Luther told me the knackerman has been sent for, to begin collecting all the bodies. I think we should have a word with him when he comes. He’s been working with horses his entire life, from what I understand. He’s surely more of an expert than I am. Perhaps he has some idea of what disease this could be.”

I agreed, though the truth was, I didn’t enjoy the idea of conversing with the knackerman.

He’d arrived in town four or five years ago and built a cabin on the eastern side of Saw Meadow Hill, far from any other houses. Tall, broad-shouldered, with dark hair and eyes, the man looked solid as a tree trunk. Some folks said he was Irish, others said Welsh or Scottish. He would come down the hill into town, driving a cart with two horses, to take away livestock that could not be eaten. He rendered beasts and worked leather. He made snowshoes and sold them in town, along with pots of glue and tallow and various leatherworks. One year Aunt Margaret had bought a little drawstring pouch from him and presented it to Uncle Thomas as a gift, but it was stiff and had a rank odor. Thomas put it in a drawer, then discovered that Margaret had taken it back out and was using it to store her hairpins. She now used it to hold the bones she read each morning. Two times per year, the knackerman went door to door, gathering kitchen knives from the women, and axes and hunting knives from the men, to sharpen on his stone. He dressed from head to toe in leather he had tanned himself, though his tailoring skills left quite a bit to be desired. His clothes were a strange patchwork of bits of leather of various tones and textures, all the stitching visible and done rather crudely. Uncle Thomas said it reminded him of a medical student’s first attempts at sutures.

The children ran when his cart came clanging down the street, the littlest ones hiding behind their mothers, the older children ducking behind bushes, or tearing back into their houses and locking the doors. But he paid them no mind, just carried on with his business and went back up the hill when he was finished.

I had never been to his place up on Saw Meadow Hill. Neither had Uncle Thomas, as far as I knew. But Aunt Margaret had. She’d gone with Reverend Davies and some of the women from church last spring. They were reaching out to those on the outskirts of town who did not attend church to let them know they were welcome to come anytime; that the Lord always had room for more members of his flock.

The knackerman, according to Margaret, made it abundantly clear that he had no interest in attending church, and used a string of profanity to do so. Margaret seemed quite shaken by the visit.

“You would scarcely believe the words he said,” she’d told us over dinner that night, her face coloring at the very recollection. “Saying those things to a holy man and a group of ladies! Can you imagine?”

Uncle Thomas had smiled and so had I, exchanging glances across the table. The two of us could very well imagine. A man like that, unmarried, living in the woods with his animals, half wild, with a taste for whiskey—both Uncle Thomas and I could imagine just what such a man might say at the concept of being saved by the Lord.

Aunt Margaret proudly announced that she and the ladies and Reverend Davies had not given up on the knackerman and would return to try again. Every soul is worth saving, that’s what the reverend preached, even the wicked and the profane, the drunkards and the outcasts. “Jesus would want us to show him mercy, to open our hearts to him,” Reverend Davies had told the women. Aunt Margaret had a wistful little smile as she relayed his words to Uncle Thomas and me.

But some people, I knew, could not be saved.

I’ve always counted myself as one of those people and do not bother to attend church. I had when I’d been forced to as a child: combed and washed and stuffed into a stiff Sunday dress and shoes that pinched my toes. These days, no one forced me, a fact that I’m sure Reverend Davies finds as much of a relief as I do. I go when it’s necessary: for a wedding or a funeral, or to attend a town meeting or a festival. Aunt Margaret is in the choir and goes to rehearsal each Friday, and on Wednesdays she attends the ladies’ sewing circle there. She has invited me to join her, but I always politely decline. Each Sunday, when the church bell in the steeple rings, she and Thomas go off in their best clothing, while I stay behind in my chore clothes, doing odds and ends around the house or reading on the porch.

The knackerman arrived in town just after one, two horses pulling his old wooden cart—one of them, I knew, was the white mare that had kicked poor Luther St. James in the head, the horse that Luther had pronounced ready to be turned to glue. She was now the knackerman’s most faithful workhorse and always part of the team that pulled his cart.

Uncle Thomas and I were in the tavern, sipping ales and watching through the big window when we saw him approaching down Main Street. It was early in the day and not many men were there: everyone was at the factory. “We’ll offer to buy him an ale,” Uncle Thomas said to me, “and see what insight he may have.” It was well known that Loon’s Call was often his first stop before he made his rounds, so we went out to greet him.

The air was raw and cold, the sky dark with heavy clouds, and snow had begun to fall in wet, thick flakes.

It was going to be a bad storm. I could feel it in the air.

Spring storms could be the worst, settling over the valley, winter keeping us tight in its clutches, refusing to let go.

From the front wall of the knackerman’s cart hung the blades: knives, saws, cleavers that clanked together like wind chimes, making a strange and sinister music as he came along Main Street. He pulled his cart up in front of the tavern, and I could see right away that the horses were sick. Their eyes yellow, their breathing labored. They seemed nervous, frightened. They fidgeted, struggled against their worn leather harnesses. The knackerman stood, gave them the whip, and shouted at them in a deep throaty tongue, words I could not understand. I looked at my uncle, and he nodded at me, a solemn and serious gesture to show he’d noticed it too.

When the knackerman dismounted, climbing down from the driver’s seat of his cart, it was obvious that something was terribly wrong with him as well. He was dressed in his usual filthy leather garb and moccasins. His long hair was a dirty tangle of curls, and his thick, dark beard had what appeared to be dried bloody mucus in it.

He was sweating and pale, and the whites of his eyes had a distinct yellowish tinge. I recoiled at the sweet burned-sugar smell coming off him and shot my uncle a panicked look.

“How long have you been ill, sir?” Uncle Thomas asked, skipping any pleasantries.

“Who’s ill?” he barked in his thick brogue. “Ain’t I.” His chest rattled and wheezed as he spoke. He held on to the side of the cart and seemed to sway slightly, as if he’d already been drinking.

“Your horses are sick,” I said.

He turned and looked at me, seemed to study me for a few seconds. “Aye,” he said at last.

“When did they become ill?” I asked, surreptitiously trying to cover my nose.

“Can’t say I recall,” he answered; then he coughed mightily, spat blood-flecked sputum onto the mud at his feet.

“Do you know what day of the week it is?” Uncle Thomas asked.

It was a question he often asked to determine a patient’s state of mind, to see if they were delirious with fever or illness.

The knackerman squinted at him, hacked out a laugh. “ ’Tis the day the knackerman comes to collect your dead beasts.”

Uncle Thomas nodded, then reached into his pocket and took out his cigarettes. He offered one to me, which I took, then one to the knackerman. I was sure smoke from a cigarette was the last thing the man’s wheezing lungs needed, but it was a clever gesture. He grinned and snatched the cigarette, letting Thomas light it for him.

“I’m Dr. Thomas Endicott.” Uncle Thomas squinted, the icy flakes falling heavier around us.

“I know who you are,” the knackerman said, as he inhaled the smoke, then let out a wet cough. He stared hard at Uncle Thomas, and I thought perhaps I caught a glimpse of amusement in his eyes. As if he found my uncle, and the fact that he’d introduced himself, funny in some way.

“Then you, sir, are at an advantage,” Uncle Thomas continued. “I’m afraid I don’t know your name.” He gave the leather-clad man a warm smile, waiting.

The hulking man spat in the mud again, and took another deep drag. “I’m the knackerman. What more is there to know?”

He began coughing once more, leaning against his cart as he struggled to catch his breath. The cigarette fell from his thick fingers to the ground. Thick phlegm coated his lips, stuck to his beard.

“I have a proposal,” Uncle Thomas said.

“What’s that?” the knackerman wheezed, cocking his head, looking at Uncle Thomas the way you’d look at a little dog who was trying to steal your lunch—a dog you were seconds away from kicking.

“I’d like you to come to my home.”

“Your home?” The large man looked truly perplexed, worried even.

Uncle Thomas nodded. “I have a medical office there. I’d like to examine you.”

The knackerman shook his head, his tangled hair flying. “No.”

“We can have a brandy. And I’ll pay you two dollars for your time. I was hoping we could talk. I’d like to ask you some questions.”

The knackerman frowned. “What sort of questions?”

“I have questions about horses, and I understand you’re the one I should talk to.”

The knackerman was quiet, sucking at the air. “Will it take long, then?” he asked at last.

“Not at all,” Uncle Thomas promised. “A glass of brandy, a quick exam, a few questions, and you can be on your way with two dollars in your pocket. And perhaps I can give you some medicine to help with that cough.”

The knackerman relented, and Uncle Thomas led us down the street to his office. The snow fell heavily around us, already covering the road. I walked a few steps behind, observing the unsteady gait of the knackerman. He would list to one side, then correct himself and list to the other. He looked like a giant compared to Uncle Thomas, who stood five foot ten—two inches taller than myself. At one point, he stumbled slightly, and Uncle Thomas reached to steady him. The knackerman shoved him away.

“Fetch the bottle of brandy and some glasses from my study, will you, Frankie?” Uncle Thomas asked when we arrived.

I hurried to the study, grabbed the bottle and three glasses from the shelf. I returned to the office and poured a glass of brandy, offering it to the knackerman, who downed it in one large gulp. He held his glass out and I refilled it, then poured a brandy for Uncle Thomas and one for myself.

Uncle Thomas began the examination with some difficulty. The bear of a man protested, insisting he was not ill, though he was hot to the touch, beads of sweat collecting on his brow. He’d taken off his heavy patchwork coat and stood in a soiled undershirt. Thomas attempted to take his temperature, but the knackerman jerked away, declaring, “I said I ain’t sick!” He swatted away the thermometer, breaking it; glass and beads of mercury skittered across the floor. I grabbed a broom and began sweeping up, the mercury breaking into smaller and smaller droplets and seeming to flee the broom like living things.

“Please,” Thomas calmly pleaded.

“I know what you’re doing. Why you brought me here,” the knackerman said, eyes darting around the room like a trapped animal.

“I only want to help.” Uncle Thomas laid a hand on the man’s shoulder. “If you’ll just sit down, let me examine you—”

The knackerman jerked away from Thomas, placed a hand on the knife he wore at his side. “Let me go. I’ve got to collect the beasts.”

“Of course,” Thomas began, “but I think—”

The knackerman wrapped his fingers around the handle of the knife strapped to his belt and Thomas stepped back. “If I don’t, they’ll rot in the yard, the stink of death upon them, flies gathering. And then will come the scavengers—the creatures that feed on the dead—they’ll send the ladies screaming, running inside and locking their doors.”

Uncle Thomas nodded. “I understand the importance of the work you do.” He held up his stethoscope and dared to take a step closer. “If you’d let me listen to your chest, maybe I can help you to feel better so you can—”

“I don’t need help from the likes of you. Don’t you come near me!” He raised an arm as if to hit Uncle Thomas, but turned and smashed at the glass-fronted cabinet Thomas kept his instruments in. The glass shattered and the whole cabinet rocked.

I let out a squeal like a scared young girl and was immediately furious with myself for it.

Quickly regaining my composure, I squared my shoulders, raised the broom like a weapon, and crossed the room to stand by my uncle, ready to defend him. I’m skinny, but have spent my life in the company of boys. I know how to throw a punch, how to fight if I need to.

The knackerman now appeared to look through Thomas, his eyes blazing—the whites seemed to have yellowed further in the time since he’d pulled up to the tavern. He was gritting his teeth, his breath coming through them like a train. Thomas stood frozen, stunned. He raised his hands in surrender.

“Easy now,” I said, my voice low and soothing. It was the same voice, the same words, that Luther St. James had used just yesterday to settle his crazed mare, Shirley.

I set down the broom, took a step toward the knackerman.

His yellow glare moved to me and I was reminded of the way Shirley had looked at us just before charging, eyes blazing like little fires.

He had cut the inside of his forearm quite badly but was in such a worked-up state that he seemed not to notice the dark blood that was dripping to the floor. I was close enough to smell the blood, the coppery scent of it mixing with the sweetness—all of it bringing me back to the horses in the field with their torn-open bodies.

Slowly, carefully, I reached for the knackerman to help stanch the flow of blood. His skin was blazing hot to the touch, and blood flowed heavily now. “You need a bandage, possibly sutures,” I said.

He stood frozen, looked down at my hand on his arm, my long fingers pale against the blood dripping from under them. Then he jerked away from me, took a step toward Uncle Thomas.

“Do you know?” he asked, eyes blazing as he looked at Uncle Thomas. He was breathing fast and hard and started to cough once again, his whole body heaving, bloody mucus coming up out of his mouth, dribbling down into his beard. He staggered backward, resting against the wall. He closed his eyes, his chin going down to his chest as he struggled for breath.

“Know what, sir?” Thomas’s voice had an uncharacteristic strain.

The knackerman opened his eyes, threw back his head, and laughed, showing blocky teeth stained from tobacco and blood. Bloody sputum dribbled down the corners of his mouth. He pushed himself off from the wall, dove for Thomas. Thomas leapt to the side with a quickness that surprised me, leaving the big man to grab an armful of empty air, stumbling so badly I was sure he would fall. He steadied himself by grabbing hold of the cabinet with the smashed front, then, with a roar, pulled it forward, toppling it with a horrible crash—instruments, medicines, and supplies spilling out across the floor. The force of his effort was so great that he went down with it like a great tree felled, landing on the floor beside the cabinet, where he lay in a motionless heap, blood leaking from his arm, a soft groan escaping his lips.
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October 14, 2016

Gram had left the house to Ashley and Malcolm, split fifty-fifty. Gram’s attorney, Brian Reyes, read the will, the language cold and legal, as they sat in his neat office with dark wood paneling, the shelves stuffed full of heavy law books. Malcolm was beside her, turning back and forth in his swivel chair like a little boy who couldn’t sit still.

Gram’s funeral had been two weeks ago, but even after burying her, seeing the coffin lowered, Ashley couldn’t believe it was real. Gram’s lawyer had offered to meet with them sooner, but Ashley had put it off; it seemed like a final step that she hadn’t been ready to face.

She and Malcolm had started packing Gram’s clothing into cardboard boxes destined for the church rummage sale. Ashley had been hesitant to get rid of any of it: putting Gram’s shoes and dresses into a box meant she was really and truly gone, not coming back. But the truth was, it was just too painful to have Gram’s things filling every hook and hanger, her empty shoes on the mat by the front door. Was there anything more heartbreaking, really, than empty shoes molded to the feet of a loved one now gone?

Ashley struggled to concentrate as the lawyer explained that the house was paid off in full, taxes for the year taken care of. There was also a savings account Ashley hadn’t known about and some stocks, amounting to nearly thirty thousand dollars. That was to be divided equally between Ashley and Malcolm.

“Wow,” Mal said. He looked at Ashley. “You didn’t know about this?”

“No,” she admitted.

She found it odd. She and Gram had always lived so close to the bone.

Now here she was, being told she’d inherited the house, and some money she’d had no idea Gram had.

The room was too dark. Too stuffy. She felt like she couldn’t get enough air. The blinds on the window were closed and thin slivers of light illuminated specks of dust dancing in the air behind the desk. Ashley stared at them, squinting. They seemed to be pulling together almost, making a pattern.

“There’s more,” the lawyer said. “There’s also the matter of the property at 84 Main Street, Boone’s Ferry, Vermont.”

“What? What property?” Ashley’s head snapped up and something immediately caught her eye.

She watched a shape taking form in the glittering dust.

It was a person.

Ashley blinked.

There was the unmistakable outline of a person standing behind Brian Reyes.

“A four-bedroom residence with half an acre of land,” Brian continued, consulting the documents on his desk. “Tax appraisal is a little over three hundred thousand.” The words floated around her as her attention held on to the looming form.

“No way,” Malcolm said. “No freaking way. Gram owned a house in Boone’s Ferry?”

Perhaps if Ashley had looked through the papers in the trunk Gram had pulled from the storage area behind the wall in her bedroom, she might have learned this. But she had shoved everything back into the trunk, slid the whole thing back into the storage space behind the wall, and slammed the door that night, after they’d come to take Gram’s body away. She hadn’t been able to bring herself to open it back up and look through whatever was in there, despite Malcolm’s pestering.

Logically, she knew the old trunk of papers hidden behind the wall wasn’t responsible for Gram’s death. But she wanted nothing more than to take it out on a boat to the deepest part of the ocean and drop it down where no one might ever find it.

Ashley continued to stare at the form behind the lawyer.

A woman.

Was Gram there, some ghost version, smiling at them?

Ashley shook her head, closed her eyes and opened them, sure it would be gone, but it wasn’t. It was becoming sharper. More focused.

“Yes,” the lawyer said, looking down at his papers. “Apparently it belonged to her parents, Thomas and Margaret Endicott, and she inherited it after her mother’s death. She’s left it to the two of you, again divided fifty-fifty.”

This wasn’t Gram standing behind Brian Reyes.

She swallowed the scream she felt building in her chest.

No. It couldn’t be.

She was done with all of this.

She closed her eyes, took in a jagged breath.

Malcolm exhaled a little hiss of air that came out strange and squeaky, like a release valve. “Ho-ly shit,” he said. “We own two houses now?”

Ashley shook her head in disbelief, looked helplessly at her brother. If she didn’t look at the vision in the sunlit dust, it would go away. It wasn’t real. She knew that.

The lawyer went on. “She’s been renting it out for years. The tenant’s name is Josephine Banks. She pays rent of one dollar a month, and there is a contract stating that Ms. Banks is to live in the home either until the time of her death or until she chooses to move. You’ll own it, but she’s to be your tenant. It’s an unusual arrangement, but it is legally binding. Of course, you’re free to consult—”

“A dollar a month?” Malcolm said. “Seriously?”

The lawyer nodded slowly, raising his brows.

“Who the hell is Josephine Banks?” Mal demanded.

The lawyer straightened his stack of papers, shrugged his shoulders. “I’m afraid all I know is that she’s been your grandmother’s tenant for the past fifty years.”

Ash’s attention held on to the figure that still stood in the room, as clear and real and solid as Brian in his chair.

Its face was a pulpy mess, torn open, the scalp peeled back revealing the white bone of the skull.

The figure opened its mouth to speak, its jaw coming unhinged.

A bubble of blood came out of her mother’s mouth as she hissed out the word: “Listen.”

Ashley staggered to her feet, mumbled something about needing some air, and lurched out of the room.
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March 10 & 11, 1919

Help me, Frankie,” Uncle Thomas ordered, now down on his knees in the broken glass, feeling for a pulse at the knackerman’s neck. “Let’s get him up onto the table.”

I stepped forward, slipping in the pool of blood but catching myself before falling.

“My God!” Aunt Margaret cried as she opened the door and hurried into the room. “I was in the kitchen and heard the commotion.” Her eyes widened. “What on earth happened?”

“Will you help us, please, Margaret?” Thomas asked.

With some difficulty, the three of us hoisted the large man up onto the exam table.

“What’s happened to him, Tom?” Margaret asked, voice trembling slightly as she took in the chaotic state of the exam room, then returned her eyes to where the knackerman lay on the table.

He was making strangled, wheezing sounds like a strange, wet accordion. The blood seeped from the gash on his arm. His eyelids fluttered open and he glanced in Margaret’s direction, mumbled a word none of us could make out, then closed them again. Bloody sputum leaked from his lips, which were turning purple from lack of oxygen.

The man was dying before our very eyes.

“He was ill. I talked him into coming here so I could examine him, but he became quite aggressive—cut himself on the glass cabinet. But that goes with his personality, doesn’t it?”

Margaret shook her head, reached out, and put a hand on the knackerman’s arm. “No, Tom, it doesn’t.”

Uncle Thomas had retrieved a pair of scissors and was cutting the soiled and now bloody undershirt off the knackerman.

“He’s not a violent man,” Margaret went on. “His language is rough, but you should see him with his horses. He’s terribly gentle. Like a mother with a baby.”

“Well, he was anything but gentle just now,” Uncle Thomas shot back. He bent over the knackerman and put the bell of his stethoscope on his chest, then looked across at me.

“Frankie, wrap bandages around to get pressure to the gash on his arm, will you? We’ll suture it later. Let’s get some pillows under him, try to prop him up. We need to clean out his mouth and throat so he doesn’t choke on his own secretions.”

“It’s just like the horses, isn’t it?” Margaret asked, twisting the cameo ring on her finger, making the ivory face spin.

“Similar symptoms, yes, but—” Uncle Thomas began.

“The symptoms are exactly the same.” Margaret’s voice was full of alarm now. “Could a horse pass a sickness to a man like that?” She looked first at Thomas, then at me, sure that if her husband didn’t answer her, I would. I swallowed a hard lump in my throat.

“It’s possible,” Thomas told her, straightening up. “A bite from a rabid dog would give a person rabies. There are other, similar diseases—”

“Similar to rabies? A rabid animal has to be shot!” Her eyes fell on the knackerman gasping on the table. “What about a person?”

“It’s not rabies,” Thomas said, exasperated. “At least, not like any case I’ve come across in any of my books.”

“Well, what is it then?”

“I can’t say,” he admitted.

“Will he live?” Aunt Margaret asked, her voice pitched high. “You’ve got to help him!”

The knackerman’s lungs sounded as if they were full of fluid. His pulse was weak and thready.

“I’m trying!” Uncle Thomas was growing uncharacteristically and increasingly frustrated.

Margaret looked panicked, tears welling in her eyes. “Do you think,” she began, “do you think there is any danger to us? To the baby?” Her hand fluttered down to her abdomen, hovering over it like a nervous bird.

Uncle Thomas’s face was grave. “Margaret, go out to the kitchen. We need hot water and compresses. And put a pot of coffee on, will you? And bring in some extra pillows.”

She nodded and left the room.



IT WAS NEARLY two o’clock in the morning when I’d fallen asleep in the exam room chair. We’d done all we could for the knackerman, which, it turned out, was very little. At eleven, Uncle Thomas had gone up to bed and encouraged me to also get some rest. But I knew these hours might well be the knackerman’s last, and I am of the belief that no human being should have to depart this world alone.

I’d been dozing in the chair, dreaming of my mother. It was a familiar dream, one I’ve been having all my life. In it, I’m a little girl, watching my mother die. I am lying beside her in bed, even though I’ve been told not to, that my mother is too weak, but she’s called me up, pulled me in next to her. The covers are damp with her sweat. I can smell the rank, spoiled odor of sickness coming off her. Her lips are blue. Her hair, once a beautiful thick chestnut brown, is stringy and dull and lies plastered to her face. She’s struggling for breath, making horrible gurgling sounds. Struggling to tell me something, but I can’t make out the words. I move my face closer, right against hers, but all I hear is a terrible hiss. She blows a bubble of blood-tinged saliva. I’m frightened and I try to pull away, but she’s got her arm clamped tight around me, and I can’t move. Then, I’m the one who can’t breathe. And I know we’re going to die there together.

But just now, in tonight’s dream, I made out the words my mother spoke to me:

“Can you hear them?” she asked.

I opened my eyes.

Through the dim light of the one oil lamp I’d left burning low, I could see the knackerman’s eyes were open and seemed to glow yellow like hot sparks. He was staring at me. “Can you hear them?” he asked in a voice that was his, but somehow my mother’s.

I shook my head.

The room had grown cold and the smell of sweet rotten fruit filled my nose and throat.

“Hear who?” I asked to the dark, standing, placing my fingers on his wrist to take his pulse.

He closed his eyes.

I struggled to find a pulse. His body, feverish just two hours ago, was now cool and still.

There was no rise and fall of his chest.

Reaching for the stethoscope, I placed the bell against his chest and heard no wheeze and crackle, no breath, no heartbeat.

I crept from the room, but turned back at the doorway to look at the exam table, just to make sure he had not moved or opened his eyes again, and made my way into the hall and up the stairs. My uncle must have heard me, for he was on his way down, pulling his dressing gown tight around him.

“He’s gone,” I told him. Uncle Thomas followed me into the exam room, where he picked up the stethoscope and listened to the knackerman’s silent chest.

“I believe he’s been dead for a couple of hours,” he stated frankly.

“But he spoke, just now.”

Uncle Thomas turned his attention to me, raising his eyebrows.

“I—I’d fallen asleep in the chair. His speaking was what woke me. It was just a few moments ago. He asked… he asked if I could hear them.”

Uncle Thomas studied my face for a moment. “You were dreaming, Frankie.”

“Perhaps,” I admitted.

The door creaked open and I jumped.

Margaret fluttered into the room like a pale moth in her white nightgown, hair unpinned. She hurried to the table. “Is he…”

Uncle Thomas nodded. “I’m afraid he is gone.”

She started to cry. “No, no. It isn’t right.” She held tight to the knackerman’s bandaged arm. “He’s supposed to live.”

“Margaret, he was so ill, and we did all we could for him, but—”

“The bones told me he would live. The bones don’t lie.”

“Bones?” Uncle Thomas said, frowning at her.

“I’m sorry,” I said to my aunt. “He didn’t suffer long.”

“Are you sure?” she demanded, putting her hand on his chest now, feeling for a heartbeat. “That he’s gone?”

“Of course I’m sure, Maggie,” Uncle Thomas said.

She let out a little gasping sound, like all the air was leaving her. Then she gulped in a breath, looked up at Thomas. No one had ever died in our home.

“There’s nothing more to be done tonight,” he whispered, taking her in his arms. “He’s gone. In the morning, we’ll fetch the reverend and get the poor soul back to the church. We’ll see that he has a proper Christian burial.”

“It isn’t right,” she said, crying harder now as Thomas held her, began to lead her gently from the room, back up the stairs to bed. “It’s all wrong, Tom. All wrong.”
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October 16, 2016

The sweet molasses smell of the corn cakes filled the kitchen. Mama was at the stove, flipping them in the big cast-iron pan. Papa and Finn were out back raking leaves. Monday through Friday, they worked at the factory, leaving each morning before Mini left for school, and coming home when the whistle blew. But weekends were for chores and church.

“Why, Mama?” Mini asked. “Why tonight? Why these four full moons?”

She was called Mini because she was so small; even at nine years old, she looked more like a six-year-old. She was tiny and thin, and could fit into small spaces and always won at hide-and-seek. Her given name was Mary, after her grandmother, but no one called her that. Not since she’d been born and Finn held her and said, “She’s such a mini little thing. Hardly there at all.”

Mini was what her classmates would call odd. Always full of questions, never satisfied with the answers. The world, people in particular, was a mystery to her. There was plenty she understood: the way the earth spun on its axis and turned day into night and how the tilt of it made the seasons. It made her dizzy sometimes, knowing the whole world was spinning. She knew about animals and birds, had studied books and drawn careful pictures of wings and skeletons. She knew bird bones were hollow and that crickets sang by rubbing their wings together and it was called stridulation. What a wonderful word. Some words made her mouth feel full when she spoke them, like they carried weight.

Some of the girls at school, girls like Addison Knapp or Sophia Beaudry, just talked and talked and didn’t ever seem to stop, never saying anything with substance or weight, like their words were little dandelion seeds that floated up and away, carried off by the wind.

People called Mini shy, but that wasn’t it. She wasn’t quiet and watchful because she was timid or afraid of what people might think of her. She was just too busy watching, trying to make sense of the strange ways people acted. Mini noticed everything. She knew, for instance, that Daphne Novotny had almost no eyebrows because when she was nervous, she’d reach up and pull out the little hairs one at a time when she thought no one was looking. And Andy Osbourne, he was the one who kept stealing the milk money, even though no one suspected him because he was the most popular boy in their class and got the best grades. It was Joey Ruderman who got blamed because he got dropped on his head when he was little and walked around with his clothes inside out and dirt so thick on his neck that kids swore he had worms living there.

Mini was at the kitchen table, arranging piles of silver dollars on the plate (three piles of three) and thinking about everything those coins could buy at Pops’ General Store: licorice whips, bubble gum, a chocolate bar. She looked down at the plate she was putting the coins on. It held striped peppermints, a jar of apple jam, a little bottle of rum. Once the corn cakes were golden brown on each side, Mama would add those, drizzled with some of the maple syrup her family made each spring.

When Papa came back inside, he’d add a pouch of tobacco to the plate. Finn would put on a drawing he’d made: a careful pencil sketch of a white mare in the Hollands’ pasture. Finn was the best artist in the whole town, better than Lorelei Prentice even, so good that when Mini looked at that horse drawing, she swore she could see it breathe.

Mini had given the knackerman a little clay horse last spring for the Pink Moon. It was the best piece she’d ever made in art class, and it broke her heart a little to give it away, to know she’d never see it again.

Her mother sighed. “Because that’s when he comes. You know that.” Mama’s voice was tired. Tired of answering Mini’s questions, the same questions, month after month, year after year. Mini knew full well the knackerman came four times a year: on the Wolf Moon, the Pink Moon, the Buck Moon, and tonight, on the Hunter’s Moon.

But what she didn’t understand, not truly, was why.

And if there was one thing she hated, it was not understanding a thing.

The world was full of patterns, and patterns made sense.

The world turning made sense. Birds migrating, bees finding their way back to the hive after flying for miles to get pollen, bears hibernating—all of that she understood.

But the things she didn’t understand, the things that didn’t make sense, they got under Mini’s skin like a sliver and stung and festered.

Nothing about the knackerman made sense to Mini. It unsettled her when he came through Boone’s Ferry, going house to house. She didn’t like how excited, how nervous the whole town got in the days leading up to his visits. There was constant anxious chatter, like buzzing bees everywhere she went. On the playground at school, the boys took turns being the knackerman, riding a stick horse while everyone left him a pile of stones, then hid.

She didn’t like that they all had to go to bed early, even the grown-ups, close the blinds, turn out all the lights. They were supposed to stay inside. To go to bed and stay there, to not peek.

All the adults in town, her own parents even, seemed a little afraid when the knackerman was coming.

“But why do we leave him gifts?”

Mama was using the spatula to take the corn cakes out of the big cast-iron pan now. “So he’ll spare us.”

“From what?”

Mama’s face got tight. “You know the stories. About what happened before. How he made the whole town sick.”

“But he wouldn’t do that again, would he, Mama? Not to us?”

Mama frowned at her, set down the spatula. “He’s a trickster, that old knackerman. He can bring terrible things to you—bad luck, sickness, even death.” Mama lowered her voice as she spoke, eyes looking small, frightened.

Mini swallowed hard. She knew the stories: ruined crops, accidents, fires, the people who disappeared. She thought of what had happened to Sad Willy’s wife two years ago, and her legs went wobbly.

“But not us, right?” Mini asked. “He’d never do that to us?”

Mama shook her head. “Not if we follow the rules.”

Mini knew the rules. She’d learned them back when she’d learned to talk and walk and eat with a spoon. Before all that maybe even. Everyone in Boone’s Ferry knew the rules. And one of the most important rules was never to look at the knackerman, never try to see him.

And this was the rule she intended to break tonight.

She knew she shouldn’t, but she had to.

She was determined to see that old knackerman once and for all. To see if he really existed or if it was just her father taking the treats away, or one of the men in town. Sad Willy, maybe, who got so drunk on bourbon at Loon’s Call each night that it was a game the children played to see who could find him first each morning, sleeping under a tree, on a bench, or down by the old millpond.

Mini had been planning to see the knackerman forever, but always lost her nerve. But tonight was the night, she’d promised herself. No more chickening out.

But still, the closer it got to dark, the more nervous she became.

“Is he good or is he evil?” she asked, her throat feeling tight as she got the words out.

Mama frowned, thought a minute. “He’s the knackerman, that’s all.” She brought the corn cakes over and arranged them carefully on the plate with the candy and coins. “Now, be a good girl and go out back and pick the last of the black-eyed Susans. We can decorate the plate with them. He likes pretty things.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Mini said, dancing out the door.



HOURS LATER, THE Hunter’s Moon was watching over Boone’s Ferry, its faint orange glow looking for creatures who should be sleeping in their burrows. Mini was shivering in the bushes, wishing she’d worn a coat. She’d thrown Finn’s heavy red sweater over her T-shirt and old jeans, but she was still cold. She was curled up inside the tall clump of lilac bushes that grew along the edge of the yard. The flowers were long gone, and most of the leaves were dead too, only the tangle of scratchy branches remaining. She had the perfect view of her little blue house with the white front door and matching shutters, and the freshly swept and washed front steps where a single candle burned. The candle stood beside the plate piled high with gifts for the knackerman. It was the same, she knew, at the front of every house in town.

The candle was half burned down. Mini didn’t know what time it was. She didn’t own a watch. And the bell at the factory that they all used to mark time during the daylight hours (it rang at eight a.m., noon, and five p.m., when the men could shut down the machines, sweep the floors, and come home) did not ring at night or on weekends. The night was for the owls, the coyotes, and, on four full moons a year, the knackerman.

She was starting to wonder if he would come at all. She held still as a rock and waited, keeping her mind busy so as not to fall asleep, reciting the times tables she’d been learning in school: two times eight is sixteen, three times eight is twenty-four. Mini loved math, found that numbers calmed her. Numbers made sense. They followed a pattern, unlike people.

She heard him before she saw him. Felt the thunder of hoofbeats on the ground, making her own heart race like it was trying to keep time with the horse. He moved down the street, turned into the driveway—a man in a long patchwork coat, riding a pale white horse with saddlebags. Mini held her breath as he dismounted, his back to her, his head and face obscured by the hood of his coat. She could hear the horse breathing.

The knackerman walked up to the front steps, leaned down, picked up the plate. He looked impossibly tall. His shoulders broad. And he wore heavy black boots that clopped much like the horse’s hooves.

Who are you really? she wondered.

Turn around so I can see your face, she willed.

And, as if he heard her, as if her thoughts had sound or wings that carried them over to him, he turned.

Her breath caught in her throat. She might have made a sound then, a small, strangled sound. The sound of a frightened rabbit, maybe. That small. That quiet.

But he heard.

He heard and looked right at her.

His face was glowing white bone, the stripped-down skull of a horse with two black hollows for eyes, large yellow-white teeth grinning hideously.

And she realized then that it hadn’t been the horse she’d heard breathing earlier. It was him. His breathing was loud and hard, like a roaring fire, like a train.

He looked right at her and she knew she’d been seen. Mini the odd, Mini the tiny, Mini the invisible girl who shaped her body into the smallest spaces, a girl who was hardly there at all.

He let out a whinnying roar, threw the plate piled with gifts to the ground. The plate smashed, the corn cakes and peppermint candies scattered, the bottle of rum exploded on the ground, soaking Finn’s drawing.

Then he stepped toward her, the ground shaking with his footsteps. Mini rose, thinking she would turn and run. She was fast. Could outrun anyone.

He walked to his horse, but did not mount. He opened a saddlebag, pulled something out, and carried it back to her house. He walked up the three front steps, reached out a gloved hand, and used a brush to paint a red mark on her front door.

She knew the mark.

She knew what it meant.

“No!” she cried, straining to keep from waking anyone. “Please!”

But it was too late.

He mounted the horse and was gone, not back out to the street to visit the rest of the houses in the village, but into the woods, away from town, the white glow of the horse lost in the shadows of the forest in seconds.

She looked at the mark on the door in horror, the broken plate and all their offerings strewn across the front steps, and Mini realized that it was all true. She never should have been here.

Something glinted in the grass where his horse had been standing, catching her eye. Slowly, carefully, Mini crawled out from the bare bush toward it. She leaned down, wiping the tears from her eyes, and picked up the circular object that gleamed in the moonlight.

It was a gold pocket watch.
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March 11, 1919

I pulled out my gold pocket watch. It was nearly seven in the morning. I’d fallen back asleep in my own quarters just after three.

“You didn’t hear anything, Frankie?” Uncle Thomas interrogated me now.

“Nothing.” My voice came out small, tinny. My head was spinning and my heart was banging so loud it was difficult to hear anything else.

“Are you certain he was dead?” Margaret demanded. She was wringing a dish towel in her hands, knuckles white from the effort.

“Of course I’m certain, Margaret!” Uncle Thomas said, his voice too loud, too stern. “The man was cold to the touch, had no heartbeat or sounds of breath. Frankie and I both examined him. You laid your hand on his chest yourself.”

We all stood staring with disbelief at the empty metal table.

The knackerman’s boots and clothes lay in a pile on the floor. But our deceased patient was missing.

“Well, how does a dead man get up and walk out of the house?” Margaret asked. “And without clothing or boots? Out into that weather?”

I glanced out the frost-covered window to see that the sky outside had lightened enough to show that the storm had settled in and was dumping snow outside.

“It’s not possible,” I heard myself say.

I closed my eyes, his voice echoing in my head. Can you hear them?

First a dead man speaks, then he gets up and walks out into a snowstorm?

This was the stuff of stories told by boys around fires on All Hallows’ Eve to scare each other. This was not real. This was not the stuff of reason and science.

I looked to Uncle Thomas, hoping he would offer up some rational explanation, but he only rubbed his temples like a blinding headache was coming on.

“Possible or not, we’ve got to find the poor man,” Margaret pleaded.

“I’ll go look for him,” Thomas told her.

“I’m coming with you,” I quickly added, but what I was thinking was, And God help us if we do find him.

Uncle Thomas and I put on our hats, sturdy boots, and wool coats, readying ourselves to spend the morning searching the whole town for the knackerman. We went door to door, asking only if anyone might have seen him. We dared not tell them the state he was in, nor that it was a man we’d pronounced dead hours before whom we sought. We knew they would think us mad.

I was beginning to wonder if perhaps we were.

We trudged through the deep snow, each of us puzzling over the thing in our minds, doubting what we had seen and heard with our own eyes and ears. We had both been deprived of sleep in recent days. Could we have hallucinated the same thing? The mind, we knew, did strange things when it was wearied.

No one had seen the knackerman.

His cart was still in town, parked right in front of Loon’s Call Pub, where he’d left it yesterday before following us to the house. The horses that had pulled it were gone; the leather harness holding them to the cart had been chewed through and was soaked with bloody froth. Two more mad animals on the loose.

Had they come to the house? Come and picked up their pale, dead rider?

I shivered the thought away.

The snow was falling in huge flakes that caught on our eyelashes, covered our coats and hats.

We returned home at last to warm ourselves with coffee, taking it into my uncle’s study, where we added liberal splashes of brandy to our cups.

“He was dead, Uncle,” I said at last, unable to take the silence any longer. “We’re both sure of it.”

“I am absolutely certain.” Uncle Thomas added more brandy, stirring it into his cup, the spoon banging against the bone-white china.

“So then, someone must have taken the body.” I tried to sound confident.

“But who? Why? And with no one in the household hearing a thing?” He set down his cup, rubbed at his head again. “It makes no sense,” he said. “I’ve gone through every possible scenario I can think of, and none of it makes any sense.” He looked at me, eyes bloodshot, ringed with dark circles. “I have seen a great deal of death, Frankie. I know what it looks like, sounds like, feels like. I swear on my life, the knackerman was dead.” He picked up his cup, his hand trembling slightly.

I nodded, took a long sip of my own coffee, then pulled out my notebook, wrote: How does a dead man get up and walk away?

We went out again in the afternoon; a few more inches of snow had covered our earlier tracks. Again, the only trace of the knackerman was his snow-covered cart in front of the pub. We said nothing to the few people we encountered on our walk about what had transpired in my uncle’s office. Eventually, soaked and chilled to the bone, we made our way into the pub for a bowl of soup and a pint to sip while we warmed up a bit.

“You haven’t seen any sign of the knackerman, have you?” Uncle Thomas asked Bert Osbourne, the owner of Loon’s Call, as he poured our ales. He was a big man with a red face.

He nodded in the direction of the front door. “Only his cart. Been there since yesterday. Horses must have gotten sick and run off. I imagine the knackerman went back up the hill to his place. Strange that he’d leave all his tools and knives like that, though.”

The five o’clock bell at the clothespin factory rang, and men began to gather at the pub to sip drinks, smoke, talk. The place was suddenly packed with men in worn work clothes—overalls and dungarees coated in sawdust.

The pub was warm and had the familiar din of talk, the smell of ale and tobacco. The coal stove glowed softly, warming the space. Normally all of this would have comforted me, but right now it felt claustrophobic, too warm, too close. I heard bits and pieces of conversation, of which there seemed to be two main topics: the weather and the horses.

Luther St. James walked in from the snow. Spotting us at the bar, he pulled a stool up next to us.

I could smell the liquor on him.

“How can it be?” Luther demanded, and I was sure that he was asking about the knackerman. That he knew somehow. I looked frantically to Uncle Thomas.

“How can all the horses have gotten sick like this?” Luther went on. His face was ruddy, the raised pale scar on his forehead glowing white like an albino centipede. For half a second, I was sure I saw it writhe and wiggle under his skin.

“Every horse in town, gone—dead, shot, or run off.” Luther slurred his words, teetering uneasily on his barstool. I took a sip of my ale, watching Luther closely, and slid my barstool ever so slightly farther from him. “We depend on these beasts, for God’s sake. We plow our fields with them. Keep the snow clear and pack down on the roads with them. Bring timber to the clothespin factory and get the clothespins out of town when the trains aren’t running.”

Uncle Thomas took a sip from his mug and nodded. “Luther, I understand the gravity of the situation,” he said reassuringly.

“I’ve never heard of anything like it,” Luther went on, voice loud, agitated. Several other men had turned to watch, listening, waiting to see what the doctor might say or do.

Uncle Thomas shook his head, took a long sip of his ale. “Nor have I.”

“So what could it be?” Bert chimed in from behind the bar. “Is it like the grippe? The grippe for horses?”

“I can’t say,” Uncle Thomas told him. “I think it would be wise to send for a veterinarian. He can examine the remains. The ones we haven’t burned.”

“I’ll ride down to Montpelier myself when the weather breaks,” Luther stammered. “Have to use the old oxcart. Funny thing, isn’t it? That all the other animals are fine? Even the ones that shared barns with the horses? My cows, oxen, pigs, and chickens are healthy as can be.”

“Can we catch it?” Bert asked now, looking directly at Uncle Thomas.

There was a terrible silence, then all of the men turned toward us, waiting for Uncle Thomas to answer. He took another sip from his mug of ale, then looked into it, as if hoping to find an answer there.

I thought of the knackerman and the yellow glow of his eyes, the hot, sticky sweetness of his breath.

The hollow sound of his chest when I listened in the early hours of the morning: no heartbeat, no breath sounds. Only stillness.

Gripping the pencil tightly, I wrote one word and circled it: Knackerman.

My circle continued, became a spiral, a little hurricane on paper, and there at the very center, the eye of the storm, was the knackerman.

The door to the pub flew open, a burst of cold air coming in with it. I spun on my stool, sure that the wind had carried the knackerman here. He would come tottering in, naked, his skin mottled, his eyes blazing yellow like sparks; the walking dead.

Can you hear them?

I blinked in disbelief to see Pearl hurrying in, her hair and coat mounded with snow. Pearl, who, I was quite sure, had never so much as set foot in Loon’s Call Pub. It wasn’t a place for the well-to-do young ladies of Boone’s Ferry. I stood up as Pearl came right toward me, her eyes wild.

I thought of the mare in Luther’s barn, the mad yellow glow of its eyes as it burst through the wood of the stall, barreling toward us.

“Dr. Endicott!” Pearl cried, without looking at me. “You’ve got to come quick!”

Without thinking, without realizing that every man in the pub was now looking our way, I took my lover’s gloved hand and brushed the snow from her hair and spoke gently: “What’s happened, Pearl?”

A silence had fallen over the room, all the normal clank and rustle and grumble of the crowded tavern had ceased.

“It’s my mother.” The words came out in sobs. “She’s been… attacked!”
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October 17, 2016

Ready?” Malcolm called as he came in the front door. Ashley was in the hall with her suitcase packed, and beside it the old wooden steamer trunk.

“Absolutely,” she said, a confident smile plastered on her face.

He’d been worried about her since the episode in the lawyer’s office on Friday. She told him she’d just felt lightheaded and overwhelmed. She hadn’t let on that she’d had another hallucination. The first one since getting out of the hospital.

It didn’t take much persuading to get Mal to make the trip to Boone’s Ferry. He was anxious to see the property they’d inherited, excited about the possibilities for his potential business. They could meet this Josephine Banks, Gram’s mysterious tenant whom they’d also inherited, try to learn more about their “unusual arrangement,” as the lawyer had called it. As much as she was dreading it, Ash had suggested they bring the trunk along. Look through it together, on this strange pilgrimage.

And while they were there, Ash thought, they could try to retrace their mother’s steps, find out what she was doing in Boone’s Ferry just before her disappearance. Of course, she made no mention of this to Malcolm.

“Listen, Ash, are you sure you’re up for this?” he asked now. “If it’s too much, we don’t have to go.”

Ashley remembered the vision of her mother in Reyes’s office.

Listen.

Suddenly her stomach lurched and the whole thing felt like a very bad idea.

She shook the feeling away. “I’m fine, Mal. Stop looking at me like I’m made of glass, okay? It’ll be an adventure,” she said with an unconvincing smile.

Ash had taken the week off from the café—she only worked twenty hours a week anyway. She hadn’t been able to work more because she needed to be home with Gram. But now that Gram was gone, she’d have to make some decisions. Could she work at the café full-time? Find a second job, or a different job altogether? Would she finally get her shit together and go back to school? Keep living there in Gram’s house—her and Malcolm’s house now, she reminded herself. Would he move in? Would they sell the house, split the proceeds? And what about the house in Boone’s Ferry? Every time she tried to think about all the decisions that needed to be made, and logistics that would have to be hammered out, she felt dizzy and nauseated.

She tried to quiet her mind for this moment, deciding she’d think things over on the drive up.

They loaded the trunk and Ashley’s suitcase into the bed of Mal’s pickup and set off.

“I got you a coffee,” Malcolm said, when they’d settled into their seats. She picked hers up and took a sip. Extra cream and two sugars—perfect. Her brother knew her well.

“I also got some maple bacon sticky buns,” he said with a grin, pulling a white paper bag off the dashboard and handing it to her. Mal knew how much she loved the huge sticky buns from the diner near his apartment, loaded with maple frosting and bits of crispy, salty bacon.

“This is my kind of road trip already,” Ash said, pulling out a bun and taking a big chewy bite, feeling the tension slip away as Malcolm pulled out of Gram’s drive, heading for the highway that would take them north, all the way up to the very edge of Vermont.

Malcolm helped himself to the second bun, the crumbs and sticky icing making a mess in his beard. Ashley laughed at him, handed him one napkin after another.

Being with Malcolm was easy and comfortable in the way that being with someone who’d known you your whole life was comfortable. They talked, then they didn’t. They shared memories of when they were kids: the time they went as Batman and Robin on Halloween, the time they built a raft out of sticks and old lumber and set sail in Myers Pond, only to sink two minutes into the journey, the constant searches for buried treasure and bigfoot out in the woods behind their house. They talked about Gram’s pecan pie and the gross drink Mom used to make with Swiss Miss (with the marshmallows!), instant coffee, and Baileys Irish Cream.

They followed the directions on the GPS unit Mal had clamped to his dashboard, and Ashley checked it against the map and directions she’d printed out online. She was pretty sure cell service would be spotty, so she didn’t want to rely on phones.

Malcolm started playing his latest audiobook, insisting that the content was “life-changing,” so Ashley tried. She listened as the voice droned on about manifesting your destiny, how everything you’d ever dreamed of was out there waiting, you only had to ask, to focus, to draw it to you.

Ashley reached over and turned it off. “You actually believe all this?” she scoffed.

“Absolutely.”

“So you think you can get whatever you desire by just thinking about it?”

“There’s more to it than that, Sis. You need to have a burning desire for it, then you need to focus, to really visualize it, to see yourself already in possession of what it is you want, to believe that you already have it.”

Ashley laughed.

“You should try it,” he said. “Think of something you want, something you really, truly want, and see yourself getting it. Focus on it when you first wake up in the morning and when you go to bed each night. Do it for seven days. I guarantee you’ll get results.”

She sighed. “Right now, what I want most is another cup of coffee. Some french fries and a sandwich maybe.” They’d been on the road nearly three hours.

Ten minutes later, Malcolm put on his turn signal. “See, it worked. You manifested a diner,” he said with a smile as he pulled into the parking lot of a place called Three Little Pigs Diner.

Ashley laughed. “Amazing,” she said.

“I’ll make a believer out of you yet,” he promised.

They headed inside, made their way to a booth, and both got the day’s special: a chicken Caesar wrap with hand-cut fries. They drank coffee and each had a slice of pumpkin pie. The pie wasn’t anywhere near as good as Gram’s, and Ashley only finished half of hers, giving the rest to her brother, who scarfed it down.

“You folks out taking in the sights?” the waitress asked them. She was an older woman with freshly permed white hair. “Shame you missed the peak foliage. It was beautiful here a couple weeks back. Storm took most of the leaves down last Friday.”

Malcolm nodded, flashed her a smile. “We’re actually heading up to Boone’s Ferry,” he said. “We’re about an hour away, right?”

She looked at him quizzically, as if she’d never heard of the place. “Not sure how far it is. Can’t say I’ve ever been.”

There was another customer in the place, a man in blue work pants held up with red suspenders. He was working on his coffee and pie at the counter. “Boone’s Ferry? Whaddaya want to go up there for?” he chimed in.

“We actually just inherited a house there,” Malcolm said. “It’s where our family is from.”

The man turned, looked at Malcolm, then Ashley, his eyes small and beady in his round red face. “Is that so?”

Ashley lightly kicked Mal’s leg under the table to signal not to tell this stranger their whole life story, as he was sometimes prone to do. Mal shot her a puzzled look, and the stranger opened his mouth like he was going to say something more, but then spun on his stool and went back to his food.

They paid their check, left a good tip, and headed out.

“Guess Boone’s Ferry isn’t exactly a tourist attraction, huh?” Malcolm said.

“Hell no. It doesn’t even show up on most maps. It’s not even an incorporated town.”

“But people do live there, right?”

“Population was two hundred seventeen according to the last census.” Ashley had spent the weekend doing what research she could on the place and taking notes. “There’s one motel, the Deer Run, that’s where we’ll be staying.”

And where Mom must have stayed too, she thought.

“There’s at least one little general store. A post office. There’s a clothespin factory that’s been running since the late eighteen hundreds.”

“Clothespins? For real?” Mal laughed.

“Yeah. The old wooden ones. It’s one of the last manufacturers of wooden clothespins in this country. They started making wooden toys too, back in the late sixties. Guess the clothespin market isn’t what it used to be.”

“Exciting,” he said as he started the truck and pulled out of the parking lot.

“Oh yeah,” she said with a smile. “I bet some of our distant relatives worked in that factory at some point or another.”

They drove on, Ashley confirming their route on her printed map. The old Chevy Silverado climbed up, higher and higher into the mountains. The engine smelled slightly of burning oil and sputtered a little here and there, but Malcolm coaxed the truck onward and upward. There was little traffic; then, as they got farther out, there was no traffic at all. They passed a sign telling them they were entering a state forest. More signs warning of steep descents, of switchback turns. Up and down they went, twisting and turning like a slow-motion roller coaster.

Ash thought of her mother driving these same roads alone, and her heart sank.

She reviewed the timeline and facts she knew in her head: Mom had sent Gram a letter from Boone’s Ferry dated October 14, 2014.


I am in Boone’s Ferry. I came here to find the truth that you’ve worked so hard to hide from me.

I know everything.



The state police had found Mom’s old Subaru at the bridge—which Ash couldn’t help but notice was about halfway between Boone’s Ferry and home—on October 19. Her purse and phone were in it, as was a small suitcase stuffed with clothing and toiletries. As if she’d either been on a trip or was planning on taking one.

But the leather tote she used to carry her laptop and hold all her family history documents had never been found—not in the car or back in her apartment. It had been a splurge from a craft fair before Ashley was even born and had her mom’s initials—LEF—stamped into the leather under an embossed sunflower.

Ashley hated that the bag was gone—her mom’s laptop, with all her emails and writings and photos. Just lost forever.

“What’s up with the directions?” Malcolm asked, calling Ash’s attention back to the moment, and she glanced over at the GPS screen. The road they were on had disappeared from view. It showed their truck sailing through a blank green space.

There was no calm woman’s voice advising them, “Make a U-turn now.” No “Recalculating.” Just silence.

“Are we still on the right road?” he asked.

“We’ve gotta be,” Ashley said, looking down at the printed map and directions. “It’s not like we’ve even seen any other roads. This has to be it.”

She pulled out her phone. No signal.

They drove another half hour. The road narrowed, began a long, steep descent full of switchback turns. Every time they rounded a bend, Ashley braced herself, thinking there was no way there was room for them to pass any oncoming vehicles. But they passed no one. They found themselves entering a deep valley. It was darker, cooler, everything in shadow. The dense pine forest came right up to the edge of the road, and everything was covered with a layer of mist.

They passed a sign: ROAD DEAD-ENDS, 4 MILES.

“Dead-ends?” Malcolm asked. “How can that be?”

Then they passed a second a sign: WELCOME TO BOONE’S FERRY.

“Because we’re here,” Ashley said. “Boone’s Ferry is literally the end of the road.”
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March 11, 1919

We hurried back down Main Street with Pearl, my arm linked through hers, the snow and sleet blasting our faces. Pearl was trembling, perhaps from the cold, perhaps from the shock of what had happened to her mother. We made a quick stop at home so Uncle Thomas could grab his medical bag. We could not speak openly in front of Pearl, but we exchanged worried glances.

The Stoddard home is only a few houses down from ours. Benjamin Stoddard, the most powerful man in town, owns the factory, so theirs is the grandest house on Main Street, a two-story brick building with a large carriage house out back, which contains both an automobile and the finest carriage and sleigh in town.

Every window of the Stoddard home was lit, as if they were hosting a party, waiting for guests to arrive. Although it looked warm and cozy inside, I felt a terrible apprehension as I gazed up at the house and wondered what was waiting for us.

Pearl led us inside, where we peeled off our sodden coats in the great entry hall, with its polished maple floor.

It felt strange, being in Pearl’s house. I hadn’t been since the day I’d run out when I was thirteen and Pearl wanted to show me what kissing Charlie Dunn had been like.

I’d visited often when I was a girl. I never cared for playing with dolls, but I would come and play dolls with her—I always enjoyed Pearl’s company. Her parents, I knew, like many adults in town, felt sorry for me, the orphan, the odd girl, and they praised Pearl for inviting me to their home to play with her lovely china dolls. Pearl enjoyed tragic games—games where the dolls were crushed to death and we had little funerals for them; games where there was a terrible accident and we had to try to save them. Her favorite game was tea party, and of course, one of the cups always held poison and it was a bit like Russian roulette, to see which doll was going to get that cup and die a dramatic and agonizing death. Her parents knew nothing of these games. They simply saw their sweet daughter, smiling in her beautiful dress mail-ordered from Boston, who’d taken pity on a girl less fortunate. Even then, she was like a clever and wicked little fox, my Pearl. Even then, I loved her.

“Mother’s in her room,” Pearl said now, leading us up the wide maple staircase.

We found Clarice Stoddard in her bed, being tended to by her husband. Despite his wealth and prominence, Benjamin is known to roll up his shirtsleeves to help repair equipment when it breaks down, to drink and play poker at the back table at Loon’s Call, and, according to all the men who work for him, to be a kind and fair boss. Uncle Thomas counts him as a good friend—perhaps his closest friend in Boone’s Ferry.

Benjamin dotes on Pearl, his only child, his princess.

As congenial a man as he is, I am always more than a little uneasy in his presence. Should he ever learn what’s going on between his daughter and me, I am quite sure he’d be far less than congenial.

Clarice was pale, and there were two long, bleeding scratches on her right cheek. Her hair was uncharacteristically disheveled. Cloth bandages had been tied around her left forearm, but the blood was seeping through. Her right arm was badly scratched as well.

“Mrs. Stoddard,” Thomas said, beginning to gingerly unwrap the bandages to take a look. “What on earth happened?”

“She was attacked,” Benjamin said, spitting the words out through a clenched jaw. “By an intruder in our own home.”

Uncle Thomas looked back. “Pearl, do you think you could bring us some warm water in a basin? And some clean cloths? And perhaps a small glass of brandy for your mother.”

Pearl nodded and left the room.

“It was the knackerman,” Clarice explained breathlessly.

My uncle and I exchanged looks of disbelief, but there was something else there in my uncle’s face and my own: apprehension, even fear.

“I was in the front room, writing a letter to my sister,” Clarice went on, the words tumbling out. “And suddenly he was there, right behind me! Must have let himself in the kitchen door. And, well, he was… he was stark naked.” She looked terribly flustered. Her pale cheeks colored. “I swear to you—not a stitch of clothing on! Filthy and wet and dripping blood. Like an animal.”

“And you’re sure it was him?” I asked. “You’re sure it was the knackerman?”

Clarice lifted her chin, gazing at the ceiling with a wince. “It was him all right, but he seemed… different. I demanded to know what he was doing in my home, but it was like he didn’t hear me. He kept limping toward me. His breathing was off. He made a funny chugging sound, like a train.”

As Uncle Thomas pulled back the last bit of fabric, I saw the wound beneath the bandages and hissed in a sharp little intake of breath.

It was a human bite; a very deep one that had torn away bits of flesh and left a ragged edge of skin. I could make out the tooth marks. I tried to keep my face calm, not show my own horror. My uncle was stone-faced, calm as ever, as he inspected the wound.

I did what I always do when faced with something incomprehensible: I pulled out my notebook and pencil, to keep busy.

March 11. Mrs. Stoddard. Human bite wound. Says the knackerman attacked her.

Mrs. Stoddard continued her story. “I picked up the poker from the fireplace and struck him in the shoulder. But he did not slow. In fact, he did not seem to feel the pain! I struck him again, right in the head as hard as I could, but he lunged at me, grabbed me by the arm. We struggled for a long moment and then he sank his teeth into my arm.” She began to cry.

“That’s enough, Clarice,” Mr. Stoddard comforted his wife. “You needn’t go on.”

“I don’t understand,” Mrs. Stoddard said. “What would make him do a thing like this? I’ve met the knackerman. We’ve done business with him for years—he comes and sharpens our knives. We’ve bought snowshoes and tallow from him. He’s not the most civilized man, and his accent makes him difficult to understand at times, but he’s polite enough. The man who attacked me today, he was not the man I’ve known all these years. This man, he was… a monster!”

There was a pounding at the front door downstairs and we all jumped.

“I’ll see who it is and let the doctor and Frankie fix you up, my darling,” Mr. Stoddard told his wife, patting her gently on the shoulder.

I wanted to tell him to be careful, to not open the door.

We soon heard men’s voices from downstairs, quiet at first, then raised. This was followed by feet on the steps coming up. Pearl returned with a basin of water, clean cloths, and a glass of brandy.

“You’re a love,” Mrs. Stoddard said to her daughter. She glanced nervously into the hall. “Who was at the door?”

“Luther St. James and Reverend Davies with a group of men,” Pearl reported. “They came to see how you are. Father’s talking with them.”

Thomas took the brandy and handed it to Mrs. Stoddard. “You drink this now,” he said. “It’ll settle your nerves.”

She held it in shaking fingers and gulped it down.

I took the empty glass and she touched my hand. “Thank you, dear. You’re so kind. So good to help your uncle like you do.”

I nodded at her and smiled.

“I remember you when you were just a little girl,” she said, her hand still on mine. “How you and my Pearl would play for hours, just lost in each other’s company. Such vivid imaginations you girls had. You’d be whispering and giggling together all afternoon. Do you remember?”

“I do,” I said, keeping my eyes on Mrs. Stoddard, not daring to look over at Pearl. I felt my face and ears redden.

Uncle Thomas stayed completely focused on the task at hand, cleaning and dressing the wounds on Mrs. Stoddard’s arms, taking special care to flush the bite wound. Clarice winced, and Pearl came and stood next to the bed, taking her mother’s hand.

I handed Uncle Thomas each item he needed before he even had a chance to ask for them. I chanced an occasional look at Pearl, but she did not return my gaze.

It was oddly thrilling, being there in Pearl’s house with her, our secret a living and palpable thing; a dangerous thing that no one else must ever get wind of. I did my best to focus on tending to Mrs. Stoddard, but all I could think was how very much I loved her daughter, the weight of the secret between us seeming to suck all the air out of the room.

“You rest now,” Thomas told Mrs. Stoddard once he’d finished the bandaging. “You’ve had a terrible shock. I’ll be back to check on you tomorrow. We’ll change the dressings then.”

“Please see our guests out, Pearl,” Mrs. Stoddard said, and Pearl dutifully kissed her mother’s hand, then let go of it.

We followed Pearl downstairs to find a circle of men in the front room: Reverend Davies; Luther St. James and his son Henry; Emile LaRue, the foreman at the clothespin factory; Michael Knapp, who ran the general store; Pearl’s father, Benjamin; and my cousin Chauncey Banks.

My jaw clenched. Though we had grown from the children we once were, Chauncey was no more civil to me now than he had been as a boy, when he tormented me, referring to me as it, never she. As cruel as he was, the worst thing about him was how everyone in town—the girls especially—loved him, thought he was the smartest, most charming, most handsome young man in Boone’s Ferry. He had them all fooled. It seemed only I saw him for what he was: a shiny apple with a horrid writhing worm in the rotting core.

Luther, Emile, and Michael were carrying rifles and lanterns.

Chauncey rushed forward when Pearl entered the room, wrapped his arms around her. “Pearl,” he doted. “You poor thing.”

My whole body thrummed like I’d been struck by lightning as I watched Pearl, my Pearl, melt into him, hug him back tightly. He kissed the top of her head while I bit the inside of my cheek so hard I tasted blood.

The way they embraced, comfortably, without hesitation—it was clear this was not the first time.

My hands clenched into tight fists and I dug my short nails into my palms.

Were Pearl and Chauncey sweethearts?

How had I not known?

The worst part: though it was a shock, it didn’t surprise me. Not entirely. It was what was expected of a girl like Pearl. What all the girls our age were doing. Courting young men, thinking of marriage, as they were taught to.

I shoved my hands deep into my pockets, made myself look away from them before I gave in to the urge to punch Chauncey in his chiseled jaw.

I say it is Pearl who is the wicked one, but truly it is me.

I looked up to find Mr. Stoddard gazing at me coldly, questioningly.

“What’s going on?” Uncle Thomas asked, looking around the circle of men.

“Is it true?” Reverend Davies demanded. He is a small man with a face like a rodent and a surprisingly loud voice. “That the knackerman awoke from death?”

“I—” my uncle began.

“Margaret came to me today,” Reverend Davies cut him off. “She was very distraught. She told me the knackerman died overnight. That you said so yourself. And then this morning, he was gone.”

“Thomas?” Benjamin snapped.

Pearl let out a little whimpering sound and Chauncey pulled her tighter.

My uncle opened his mouth to speak, but before he could get any words out, he was interrupted by Luther.

“We’re going out there to find the son of a bitch.” He was swaying slightly, reeking of whiskey, and clearly in no state to be carrying a gun. “Just because he died once don’t mean he can’t die again.”

“I’m not sure that—” Thomas started to say.

“Tom,” Benjamin said. “That man attacked my wife! Who knows what he might do next. Whether he’s come back from the dead or not, he’s clearly out of his mind. Running naked through the town!”

Chauncey let go of Pearl, turned to Mr. Stoddard. “We’ll get him, sir. We’ll find him and make him pay for what he’s done.”

Benjamin gave Chauncey a pat on the shoulder.

“The knackerman is ill,” Uncle Thomas interjected. “He needs medical treatment. If you can catch him and bring him back to me, I might be able to help him, to learn what’s making him behave this way.” He left off the rest, the part I was thinking: to learn how it’s possible that he came back to life. “I won’t be able to do a thing if he’s got a bullet through his heart.”

Then a terrible thought struck me: Would it stop him? If he’d already died once and then got up and walked away, would a bullet actually end his life?

Try as I might, I couldn’t take my eyes off Pearl. She looked at her father, then at the floor, anywhere but my direction. She fidgeted with the buttons on her dress. Buttons I had undone with my own fingers.

I willed her to meet my gaze. Silently dared her.

Look at me, damn it.

Chauncey, on the other hand, seeing me looking at her, caught my gaze and gave me a terrible smirk, the one he used to give when he’d spit on me, when he’d show me the dead duckling in the jar.

I swallowed the coppery blood in my mouth as I continued to gnaw the inside of my cheek.

“It’s like the horses, ain’t it?” Luther said. “He’s gone mad like the horses.”

“We don’t yet know that the two illnesses are related,” Uncle Thomas reasoned, his voice sounding thin, unconvincing.

“Will it be like the flu?” Michael asked, panic in his eyes. “Will we all be sick in a matter of days?”

“And how does a man who has died get up and go walking through town, naked in a snowstorm?” Emile asked.

“Witchcraft!” said Henry St. James. “Sorcery.”

“We should go see old Charlotte Albone,” said Emile. “She knows about these things, don’t she? Maybe she’ll have a potion or a charm or—”

“A blast of buckshot is the only charm I need,” Luther said.

“I think,” my uncle said with composure, “we must gather facts and do our best to remain calm.”

Luther stepped forward, so much liquor on his breath that I was sure if I’d lit a match, the man would breathe fire. “The problem is, we can’t do that, Doc. Not when there’s a dead madman loose in the woods, attacking our women.”





FOURTEEN MINI [image: ]

October 17, 2016

Mama came out at dawn, opened the front door, and looked down at the shattered plate, the ruined gifts strewn all over the yard. Then she turned, saw the mark on the door—the red horse like something from a nightmare—and screamed. It was more of a howl, which started low, then rose in volume and pitch until Mini was sure it was louder than the factory bell. So loud she knew that people all over town would hear it, would know just what it meant.

Mini was still in the lilac bushes. She’d been curled up there for hours in the darkness and cold, eyes on the door, unable to move, barely able to keep breathing. None of the stories she’d heard could have prepared her for this. The feeling of the red horse watching her. You, it seemed to say. Look what you’ve done.

The gold watch the knackerman had dropped was tucked into the pocket of her jeans. She could feel it ticking there like a tiny bomb. She shouldn’t have picked it up. She knew that, but it was too late now. Seeing him was bad enough. Bad enough to get the mark. But then she’d actually gone and taken something from the knackerman. She wished, with all her might, that she could go back to last night and never leave her room, never sneak out and hide in the bushes. Then she’d be waking up now just like it was any other day.

Mama fell to her knees, crying. Mini rose up, her legs asleep, all pins and needles as she staggered toward Mama. Mini was crying now too.

“Mama?” she managed.

Mama looked up, saw Mini there, filthy, covered in dead leaves, twigs in her hair, her hands red with cold, her brother’s sweater tenting over her skinny frame.

“It’s all my fault,” Mini cried. “I wanted to see. I didn’t believe. I thought I could hide, that he’d never see me, never know I was there.”

The words continued to trickle out, but evaporated around them like a drying-up stream.

Mini’s mouth was dry as dust and she was half frozen. All she wanted to do was go inside, have a drink of water, some hot tea maybe, crawl under her thick quilt, and forget the whole terrible night.

Mama looked at her then, face contorted with disbelief and fear. But she did not speak.

Mini was more scared now than she was seeing the knackerman even.

Papa exploded through the open front door, Finn right behind him. Mama’s scream had woken them. They looked at the lawn and the broken plate with the spilled offerings scattered around it, at Mini in her jeans and sweater, Mama crouched on the ground crying and moaning and ripping up the grass with her pale hands.

Then they looked at the door. At the mark, the paint as red as fresh blood.

“No,” Finn wailed. “No! No! No!”

“What have you done?” Papa asked her, his voice as icy as it was when he got out the belt and spanked her good.

Mini opened her mouth to try to explain, but no words came. Only a strangled, choking sound.



“WHAT DO WE do now?” Mini asked hours later when they were all back in the house, the door shut tight and locked. She was still in the filthy clothes she’d worn all night, Finn’s red sweater torn and full of tiny twigs and dried-up leaves. It was a Monday morning, but there was no going to school today. Papa and Finn should have gone in to work at the factory, but they didn’t. The morning bell rang and they only closed their curtains.

“We wait,” Mama said. Mama hadn’t looked her in the eyes since they’d come inside. Her voice was icy and far away.

“Maybe we should run,” Mini suggested.

Mama shook her head. “There’s no running from the knackerman.”

Maybe Mini should go off on her own—after all, it was her he wanted, wasn’t it? If she left, her family might be safe. But where could she go? Everything she knew, everything she loved, was here.

Running wasn’t an option. Not really. She wouldn’t make it far. He’d find her. Hunt her down. Once you got the mark, it was over.

She knew the stories—everyone in town did. People who’d disappeared in the night never to be seen again. Whole families even. Her best friend, Bea, had an older cousin who’d defaced the knackerman’s grave years ago, before Bea and Mini were born. He got the mark and two days later he was just gone—poof, like he’d never existed. The next day, his family’s house burned down.

And Jamie Wells, who used to work in the town garage, he didn’t leave any gifts for the knackerman, even went around telling people he knew there was no knackerman, not really, any more than there was a Santa Claus. Everyone said he got the mark and the next day, he was found floating facedown in the widest part of the river down by the old waterwheel.

Then there was what happened to Sad Willy’s wife. That was the worst story of all; one so bad Mini couldn’t bear to imagine it.

What would he do to Mini?

And it wasn’t just her, was it? She knew that her whole family would suffer for what she’d done.

Finn had gone up to his room. Papa sat smoking by the fire, rolling one cigarette after another, his eyes on the flames. Mama did not make breakfast, only brewed coffee, which she carried over to Papa, but his cup went untouched.

“I’m sorry, Papa,” Mini said for the hundredth time, but her father didn’t answer her, just spat into the fire. He hadn’t spanked her. She almost wished he would—that was usually the way things went when she’d done something she shouldn’t have: Papa would bring out the belt, then send her to her room.

This punishment, what was coming, was so much worse than that.

It felt thick and heavy around them, like the air just before a bad storm.

Tick, tick, tick went the watch in her pocket.

Tears ran down Mini’s face. She made a strangled gulping sound.

She realized that, in some way, she was already dead to her parents.

She slipped up the stairs to her room, moving like a ghost through her own house, no one seeming to notice her anymore. She found Shiloh there, purring on her bed. He looked up at her with his green eyes as if to say, Where have you been? At least she wasn’t a ghost to him. He slept on top of her each night, and here he was, still waiting, wondering why she’d never come to bed last night. He was a big orange tabby cat, old and missing a few teeth. Mini threw herself onto the bed, pushing her face against Shiloh’s soft fur and crying. “I’ve done a terrible thing,” she told him. He purred on. She sobbed harder, thinking about poor Shiloh, what would happen to him if the knackerman came and took her. Who would feed him his special tuna-and-anchovy treats? Whose chest would he curl up on each night?

One by one, as word spread, people from town came to look. They walked slowly by on the road, eyes on the mark, pulling coats around them tighter, faces serious, full of fear. No one came to the door. No one waved when they saw Mini in the window, peeking out between her bedroom curtains, not even Bea, who walked by on her way to school with her father and brother. Mini always braided Bea’s hair at school, but with Mini gone, she’d have to ask some other girl. Bea held her father’s hand and looked away when she saw Mini, like just meeting her eyes would mark her in some way too.

Mini walked away from the window, opened the drawer of her nightstand, took out the old wooden top wound with string. The top was one of her greatest treasures: it had been Papa’s when he was a boy, made right here at the Stoddard Factory, a gift from his own daddy, who worked the lathe there. Mini sat down on the floor and pulled the string, watched the top spin. Normally this calmed her. When she’d had a bad day at school, she’d run up to her room and make the top spin over and over, watching it do a dance across her old floorboards until she felt calm again. But today it just made her feel worse. The old red top wobbled drunkenly, spinning like a hurricane on its dull metal tip. It made too much noise, hit the leg of the bed, and fell over. She was sure they could hear it downstairs, that at any second Mama would come hurrying up, bang on the door, and say, “Are you playing with toys? Now? After what you’ve done?”

Mini put the top away.

The factory bell rang again at noon, marking the time just like any other normal day. But nothing was normal about this day. Mini floated back downstairs and took up her post by the front window, Shiloh at her feet. Papa was still by the fire. Mama sat alone on the couch, smoking one of Papa’s cigarettes even though she had given up smoking years ago. Finn hadn’t left his room.

Mama didn’t make lunch or even start supper. The refrigerator stayed closed, quietly humming.

Mini’s stomach grumbled, but she said nothing.

More families shuffled by in the late afternoon, casting wary glances at the door. People Mini had known all her life—her teacher, Miss Clement; Pops, who ran the general store; even old drunk Sad Willy staggered by, stopping long enough to urinate on the lilac bushes that lined the yard.

“How long do we wait?” Mini finally asked.

“Not long,” Mama said, her voice barely there, as if her windpipe were being crushed. “He’ll come for us soon.”





FIFTEEN FRANKIE [image: ]

March 11 & 12, 1919

After leaving the Stoddards’, Uncle Thomas and I stayed up late into the night discussing all that had happened; going over each detail again and again, trying to make sense of things. We sipped brandy and smoked our pipes in his study. I’d brought in the lantern from my room to provide extra light. Uncle Thomas’s familiar study felt too dark, too full of shadows. The wind rattled the windows and I was sure I heard fingertips tapping, seeking a way in. Each creak of the house became the footsteps of a dead man coming to find us. Despite feeling myself incredibly foolish, when I went to get the extra lantern, I dug through my room until I found the old charm Charlotte Albone had given me when I was a child to keep nightmares away: a silver eye that she said would protect me from all forms of evil. Knowing better than to show it to my uncle, I put it around my neck and kept it carefully hidden beneath my undershirt and white collared shirt.

“Perhaps we were wrong,” Uncle Thomas confessed as he leaned back in his leather chair. He poured himself another good dose of brandy and topped my glass off as well. “Perhaps the knackerman went into some sort of… hibernation and his heartbeat and respiration were too slow and weak for us to hear.”

“Or perhaps we’re both going mad,” I suggested, now exhausted and frustrated at our lack of answers. “Or,” I added, looking into my glass of brandy, seeing my own dark reflection there, “perhaps Henry St. James is right and it is sorcery.”

I expected Uncle Thomas to laugh or chide me for my foolishness, but he only tightened his jaw, his eyes focused on some unseen thing.



WE LEFT THE house earlier than usual the next morning, eager to check on Mrs. Stoddard. We found Clarice in bed, feverish, delirious, having difficulty breathing, and drenched in sweat. Her skin and eyes had taken on a yellow tone; her breath was sweet but acrid, with that same, now familiar, burned-sugar smell. Her damp hair stuck out in all directions.

“You!” she cried out, pointing to a shadow in the corner of the room. She was trembling, her face contorted with fear. “It’s all because of you!”

“Shh,” Pearl said as she stroked her mother’s hair. Mrs. Stoddard swatted her hand away, looked up at her daughter with a furious grimace.

“Don’t you dare touch me!” she raged, spittle flying. “I know who you are! I know what you’ve done!” Pearl gasped and took a staggering step back, stumbling over her own two feet, and I reached out to steady her, to keep her from falling. It was clear she hadn’t gotten much rest.

“Why don’t you go get your mother some of that lemon tea she likes,” Mr. Stoddard said to her. Pearl wiped her eyes, nearly running from the room.

“Easy there, Mrs. Stoddard,” Uncle Thomas said, moving closer to the bedside. “It’s all right. It’s me, Dr. Endicott. I’m just going to listen to your chest, all right?” He spoke in a low, soothing voice.

Uncle Thomas listened closely to the rattling wheeze in her chest.

Her lips were moving, she was saying something over and over, but I couldn’t make out the words. I moved closer, listened hard.

“Can you hear them?” Mrs. Stoddard whispered. “Can you hear them? Can you hear them?”

I stepped back, shocked at her words, my legs nearly giving out beneath me.

I thought of last night’s conversation with Uncle Thomas, talk of madness and witchcraft, as I looked at Pearl’s mother writhing there in her bed, sheets soaked with sweat, thinking this could not be the same person we’d left twelve hours ago. I reached up and felt for the eye charm and was comforted to find it there, hidden beneath my shirts.

“What’s wrong with her?” Benjamin demanded. “Is it the flu?”

“I’m sorry, Benjamin.” My uncle paused for a long moment then, his gaze fixed on Clarice. I noticed his hands trembling slightly. It felt like all the air was sucked out of the room. “It appears she has the same illness as the knackerman.”

“Will she die?” Benjamin asked grimly as we stood around his wife’s bed.

“We’ll do all we can,” my uncle told him. “I’ll give her some medicine for the fever. And a sedative.”

“That’s it?” Benjamin asked.

“That’s all I have that will help,” Thomas said.

Oh, how often we’d said these words to people last fall as their family members lay dying, gasping for breath.

“Well, it’s not enough,” Benjamin said, eyes bloodshot and desperate.

Uncle Thomas said nothing, though both he and I knew Benjamin Stoddard was right: it wasn’t enough. If we’d been in the city, if there were a hospital close by, things might be different. But all Uncle Thomas had to work with were the contents of his medical bag and his own knowledge (or lack thereof, in this particular matter).

Benjamin was in the same clothing he’d worn the night before, rumpled. He had not shaved and there were dark puffy circles beneath his eyes.

“I don’t suppose you had any luck finding him then?” Thomas asked, his voice tinged with hesitation, as if he didn’t really want to know the answer.

Benjamin Stoddard shook his head. “We spent hours searching. Followed footprints up into the hills, but they disappeared. Snow was falling too fast, too hard.” He looked out the window, where the snow was still falling heavily. It seemed it might never stop.

“Is it true?” Benjamin asked through gritted teeth, looking back at my uncle. “That the man… that animal… rose from the dead?”

Uncle Thomas clenched his jaw, looked out at the storm. “The only logical explanation is that his heart was beating too weakly for me to hear.”

Benjamin’s eyes followed Thomas’s back to the window.

“You haven’t heard word of Emile LaRue, have you? He got separated from us in the woods last night,” Mr. Stoddard added. “One minute he was there, right behind me. Then I turned to look back and he was gone.”

Uncle Thomas shook his head. “No one should have been out in that storm last night. You could hardly make out your hand in front of your face. I think it’s even worse this morning.”

I looked out at the snow and understood there was no getting out of the valley to get any additional help or send word of the goings-on in town.

“Frankie,” said Uncle Thomas, “why don’t you go check on Pearl and the tea? And bring me back some warm water and cloths. We’ll put some hot compresses on Mrs. Stoddard’s arm, see if we can draw out the infection.”

I found Pearl in the kitchen, putting tea and honey onto an ornate gold tray. I stood quietly behind her, just watching, my breath taken away by the very sight of her. Pearl turned and looked at me. She looked at me like I was just anyone. Like we hadn’t spent hours naked together in the Ayers house, unable to pull ourselves away. Like I hadn’t loved her since I was ten years old.

“How is she?” Pearl’s tone was somber and tired.

“She has a fever. We’ll clean the wound, put compresses on it. My uncle will do everything he can.”

Pearl gave me a weak smile.

I stepped closer, lowered my voice. “Pearl,” I began, “I need to know—”

Pearl looked around, eyes frantic. “Shh! Not here,” she whispered.

I grabbed Pearl’s arm, pulled her into the pantry. There were shelves full of canned goods, bottles of wine and ale, sacks of flour and cornmeal.

“What are you doing?” Pearl asked incredulously.

“We need to talk.”

“I don’t think now is the time, Frankie.”

“About Chauncey Banks.” I spat the name out.

“I don’t know what you mean,” Pearl said, not meeting my eyes.

“Like hell you don’t,” I said, holding tight to Pearl’s arm. “Look me in the eye and tell me the truth. You owe me that much at least, don’t you think?” My voice trembled and tears blurred my vision.

“Ouch! You’re hurting me,” Pearl said, looking up, locking eyes with me.

Dear God, was I becoming a monster too?

I let go of her, stepped back, wiped my eyes with the back of my hand. “I’m sorry,” I whispered, voice hoarse.

Pearl rubbed at her arm, bit her lip. “Frankie,” she said, looking at me with tenderness, but also with such sorrow.

“Tell me,” I said through gritted teeth. “No more lies.”

“I’ve never lied to you,” she said.

“Sometimes a lie isn’t what you say, it’s all the things you aren’t saying.”

She sighed. Looked down at the floorboards. “Father wants me to marry him.”

I felt the weight of Pearl’s words hit me like a sledgehammer to the stomach. I reeled back, made myself take in a slow, deep breath. I had a flash of Pearl in a wedding dress, Chauncey beside her in his finest suit, holding tightly to her arm, his ring on her finger. I thought of the duckling in the jar he used to taunt me with, how the poor little thing had suffocated there while he watched, delighted. How he kept it for weeks, then months, the corpse shriveling, shrinking into itself until it was no more than a mummified bit of feathers, bones, tendons, and bill, twisted and wretched at the bottom of the jar.

She could be his duckling.

I forced myself to ask Pearl the question. I said the words slowly, calmly, then braced myself for her answer. “And is that what you want? To marry Chauncey?”

Pearl frowned. “What I want?” She looked at me, eyes glossy with tears. She gave a disgusted chuckle. “What I want doesn’t matter much, does it?”

I took her hand gently. “It matters very much. To me at least.”

“Well, it doesn’t matter to my father. And to go against him—”

“Tell me,” I said, reaching for her face, touching her chin and tilting it up so she was looking right at me. I locked eyes with her, pleaded with her to tell me the truth. “Tell me what you want, Pearl.”

“I want impossible things,” Pearl said. She reached out, traced a fingertip across my cheek to my lips. “I want… you.”

And this was not the girl who had embraced Chauncey, who had been held passively in his arms while he kissed the top of her head yesterday. This was my Pearl. My secret love, my secret wife with her wicked little fox smile. I felt the heat rising between us, the way our two hearts seemed to pound out the same rhythm, and there was that pull, that magnetic pull that pulsed through my whole body and was stronger than anything I’d ever known.

I grabbed Pearl’s hand, held her fingers to my lips, kissing them. “Then you shall have me. Now and always.”

Tears filled her eyes, trickled down her cheeks. “If only we’d gone away the other day, run off when I asked you…”

“It’s not too late,” I said without thinking. “We can run away together, just like you said. To a place no one knows us.”

“You can’t—”

“Is everything all right, girls?” Mr. Stoddard’s voice came from the kitchen. He must have been inches from the doorway to the pantry.

“Yes, Father,” Pearl said, jerking her hand away from my face, wiping her tears away and stepping out into the kitchen. “Frankie was just helping me look for the last of the applesauce, on the top shelf. I thought it might be something Mother could eat, and I couldn’t reach.” Her voice was high and squeaky, like a little girl’s, her face splotchy from crying.

Mr. Stoddard’s eyes moved from Pearl to me, his face stony, jaw locked.

“The doctor’s waiting for the compresses,” he said to me.



AFTER SEVERAL ROUNDS of hot compresses, we cleaned and rebandaged Mrs. Stoddard’s bite wound. The scratches appeared to be healing normally, so we left them open to the air. In the entryway, we pulled on hats, coats, and heavy boots. Mr. Stoddard came and shook Uncle Thomas’s hand, thanking him.

He said nothing to me but watched me warily.

“We’ll be back tomorrow morning,” Uncle Thomas said. “Send for me if things worsen before then.”

Pearl was nowhere to be seen.

I opened the front door and Uncle Thomas and I walked out into the storm. Heavy snow fell, the wind swirling it, pushing it into drifts. We walked as quickly as we could down Main Street, back toward home, heads bowed against the wind, feet sinking deep into the snow, slipping with each step.

The storm warped the familiar landscape, blurred our vision, made it difficult to stay on the road, to even know where the road was. We soon found ourselves disoriented, even on the short walk. Uncle Thomas grabbed hold of my arm, clinging to me so as not to be separated as we trudged on, bent forward like weather-worn trees.

I was sure I saw shapes, dark forms moving, following us. Figures made of swirling snow and shadow hovering just at the edge of my vision.

I thought of Benjamin Stoddard’s face when Pearl and I came out of the pantry.

I thought of Chauncey, his smirk.

And it was his voice I heard whispering from the snow, from my long-ago childhood: You’re nothing but an it.

Then it was the knackerman’s voice I heard in the wind.

I’m the knackerman. What more is there to know?

And it was his shadow I saw before us now. He was on horseback. On the back of Shirley with yellow gleaming eyes, teeth bared.

I clung to my uncle, pulled him along faster, as the shadows seemed to stretch and bend nearer to us, closing in.

They whispered, the voices all running together, mixing with the cold wind that swirled around us, blew right through our sodden coats.

Were we going the right way? I studied the shapes of the houses, picked the one that I told myself was ours, and pulled Uncle Thomas toward it.

As we trudged on, I could feel something, someone, just behind us. I could hear it breathing, even through the heavy snow. But I was determined to get us home, and tried as best I could to put it out of my mind. I pulled my uncle faster, running now. I couldn’t help but glance back once, needing to know, but was met only with darkness and a blur of white.

When we arrived at home at last, my heart pounded as I closed the door and latched it. I peeked through the window, saw only a whiteout. Margaret hurried into the front hall, looking flustered.

“Thank God you’re back! I was just going to send for you.”

“What is it?” Thomas asked with renewed worry.

If it was more of this strange new illness, I wanted no part of it. I wanted to run to my room, hide under the covers in my bed like a child.

I recalled their words now, both the knackerman and Clarice Stoddard. Can you hear them?

And I had heard them, hadn’t I? Out in the snow.

“It’s Emile LaRue,” Aunt Margaret cried. “They’ve just carried him in. Oh, he’s in a terrible state, Tom.”

Uncle Thomas drew in a breath, handed Aunt Margaret his coat and hat, and headed for his office. I stripped mine off and hurried after my uncle.

Emile was laid out on the examination table. Luther St. James and Michael Knapp stood over him, still in their coats and boots, leaving great puddles of water on the floor. Emile was unconscious but I could see his chest rise and fall ever so slightly. His clothes were soaked and dark with blood. His skin looked gray in the dim light.

“What happened?” Thomas asked matter-of-factly, rolling up his shirtsleeves.

“Found him lying in the snow down by where the river bends,” Luther said. “Looks like he’s been attacked.”

“Help me with this,” Thomas directed me, as he began to take off Emile’s sodden, bloody layers. I came forward and helped peel off the man’s coat, his shirt and undershirt, gently lifting Emile to get them off. His skin was cold to the touch, splotched and waxy.

“Margaret,” Thomas called, “we need hot water, towels, and blankets. And bring hot water bottles.” Then he turned to me. “We’ve got to get his temperature up.”

I lit the gas lamps in the exam room and yanked open the curtains. Other parts of the state had electricity and the benefit of electric lights, radios, electric stoves even. But the lights had not come to Boone’s Ferry. We were too far out, our valley too isolated.

As we worked to undress him, Uncle Thomas and I soon understood the source of most of the blood. Emile had a wound on the left side of his neck. While Thomas continued to examine the man’s body from head to toe, I began to clean the neck wound off with a towel—it was deep and bleeding heavily.

I immediately recognized the circular pattern of teeth marks.

“My God! Is that a bite?” Luther asked, leaning in to look closer. He smelled like sweat and whiskey. The white scar on his forehead glowed in the light of the gas lamps.

Thomas nodded, peering down at Emile’s neck. “I’ll have to sew it up to stop the bleeding.”

“A human bite?” Luther pressed. He was breathing hard now, panting.

“Yes,” Thomas said, his own jaw clenching. “It looks like a human bite.”

“The bastard’s still out there!” Luther snapped.

“Inhuman,” said Michael Knapp. “That’s what he is.”

“Please,” Thomas pleaded, the patience leaving his voice. “I need you gentlemen to back up and give us room to do our work. You can go out to the waiting room.”

Margaret bustled into the exam room, carrying towels and a large metal bowl of steaming water. Her face was flushed, her hair coming undone.

“Like hell,” Luther said, lurching toward the door. “We’re going back out there to hunt that knackerman down. Put a bullet between his eyes before he attacks anyone else.”

The bowl slipped from Margaret’s hands, hitting the floor with a terrible clatter, hot water splashing down the front of her dress, scalding her, as she let out a piercing scream.





SIXTEEN SAD WILLY [image: ]

October 17, 2016

Sad Willy, they all called him.

“Hi, Sad Willy,” the kids chimed. “Give me a high five, Sad Willy.”

And he did. Some of the kids thought it was good luck to be touched by Sad Willy. Some thought it was a curse.

“Show us your trick, Sad Willy,” they sang.

And he’d shake his head, “No, not today.” Then he’d take a good slug of bourbon from his bottle in the sack.

“Please, Sad Willy. Please, please! We’ll give you a dollar.”

Eventually they’d wear him down. Or offer him something he couldn’t refuse. And he’d show them.

He’d unlace his boot, pull off his sock, roll up his filthy pants, and undo the straps, pull back the rubber sleeve that ran up his calf, and take off his left foot.

Some kids would squeal, some would just stare wide-eyed and silent.

“How’d you lose your foot, Willy?” they’d ask.

And each time, he’d tell them a different story.

“It got bit off by a crocodile.”

“Stepped on a land mine.”

“I got friendly with the wrong man’s lady and he come after me with a sharp ax.”

And then, sometimes, if he’d had enough drink to loosen his tongue, he’d tell their favorite story of all.

The true one.

“ ’Twas the knackerman that took my foot. So you better take heed, you dirty little buggers. You better not mess with that old knackerman.” And the children would run off, terrified.

Now, as he shuffled past the Fitzpatricks’ house—saw Mini watching from the window and the red mark on the door—Willy felt dread down deep in his bones, all the way down to the phantom limb pain he sometimes felt in that old foot.

It had been just about two years ago when someone last got the mark.

The day was seared in his brain.

Because before then, he wasn’t Sad Willy. Before then, he was just plain Will, with two good feet, a wife he loved with his whole heart, and a good job at the clothespin factory.

Anna, her name was. His wife.

They had a white house over on Tamarack Lane. A garden out front where Anna grew climbing roses, delphiniums, peonies, asters. She delighted in telling him the names of each flower, heirloom varieties that had survived for decades. Anna believed that Boone’s Ferry was alive with history, that the place itself, even the plants and trees that grew there, held memories. The town clerk and record keeper, she was an expert on the history of Boone’s Ferry, going all the way back to the old trapper, Franklin Boone, who founded the town. At the time, the road through the mountains didn’t exist and the easiest way into town was across the river, and Boone had built a small ferry to get people and supplies across. It was a flat rectangle of boards, big enough for a horse and cart, maybe six men, and he used a long pole to propel the ferry across the shallow Bloodroot River.

Willy continued his walk, getting to Main Street now, thinking about little Mini Fitzpatrick, how she was the only child who was always kind to him. Whenever she skipped by him, she called out, “How are you doing today, Mr. Willy, sir?”

“Sad as always,” he’d say, giving her a wink. And he’d take off his hat and give her a proper bow, and if she had coins in her pockets, she’d drop one into his hat. Sometimes she’d bring him a piece of candy from Pops’s store: bubble gum, a licorice pipe, a round lollipop. She was the only child who gave him gifts like this. Thoughtful she was. Quiet. Not like the other kids, who stuck their tongues out behind his back, called him names, dared each other to ask him to take off his foot.

He’d heard Mini’s older brother, Finn, chide her for it. Finn, who had a funny cowlick that he was always trying to straighten. “You shouldn’t give him stuff like that. Shouldn’t even talk to him. If Papa finds out, you’ll be sorry.”

Willy was under the bridge, listening, but they had no idea he was there. That was the thing about Willy, he was nearly invisible. Even when he was right there in front of them, people tended not to notice him. But Willy, he noticed everything, was always listening: from his stool in the corner of Loon’s Call Pub, from his camp under the bridge, from the periodicals area of the library where he went on cold and rainy days, from the chicken coops and barns he sometimes slept in. Willy knew more about the goings-on of Boone’s Ferry than any other resident, he was sure.

“Sad Willy can’t help the way he is,” Mini had defended him from up on top of the bridge. She was dropping little flowers down into the water: forget-me-nots.

“Sure,” Finn said. “But what you’ve gotta understand is that you can’t help him either.”

They were quiet a second, and Willy could picture little Mini thinking, her face all scrunched up in concentration.

“Yeah, but maybe I can make him a little less sad.”

Willy’s heart felt heavy and warm when he heard this. And he was surprised to feel tears prick his eyes.

Finn cleared his throat. “Maybe he’s got a good reason to be sad.”

“Yeah,” Mini said. They were quiet. Another stem of blue forget-me-nots fell, hitting the water, floating right by Willy under the bridge. “Bea says he’s real lucky all he lost was his foot,” Mini continued, voice low, serious.

“I guess,” Finn said.

She went on, “Why do you think he let Willy get away?”

“I guess ’cause it wasn’t Willy he wanted,” Finn said.

“Maybe the knackerman had some other reason, maybe—”

“God, Mini, could you just shut up about the knackerman. We gotta get home.”

Willy knew the knackerman was everywhere, whether you talked about him or not—watching from every window, from behind every tree. Each time the children teased him: Hey, Sad Willy, where’d you sleep last night? The knackerman was there each time Willy pulled on his prosthetic foot. Each time he finished a bottle of bourbon and put his eye against the neck, looking down like he couldn’t believe it was really all gone.

As Willy walked, he thought about the mark on the Fitzpatricks’ door, about the candy and coins Mini always offered him, the way she called him “Mr. Willy.”

And an idea began to form in his mind.

A clever idea.

An idea the old Will might have had. Old Will, husband of Anna.

He could feel her, his wife, standing behind him, watching him. He could smell the smoke, the charred flesh.

“You think if you do this you’ll be forgiven?” she whispered.

He turned, but saw only the empty street.

But it wasn’t empty, not quite.

There was a crow perched on the mailbox behind him, its feathers black and oily. It watched him with dark eyes, waiting. For half a second, Sad Willy was sure the crow was going to open its shiny black beak and speak, not caw, but speak actual words in a hoarse, gravelly voice. Willy, he heard it say. What are you going to do?

He thought of his wife. Of how he’d failed her in the worst possible way.

He knew saving Mini Fitzpatrick couldn’t undo the terrible things he’d done. But he had to try. Had to do his best to put an end to this madness, once and for all.

“I can save her,” he told the crow, knowing that if he formed the words into a sentence and said them aloud to this bird, that made it real. And it was real. Because, of all the people in Boone’s Ferry, Willy was the only one who just might know a way to stop the knackerman.

The crow made a little clicking sound. Yes. That’s right, you can.

And Sad Willy believed it then. That it just might be possible. But he needed to think about it some more. To let the plan crystallize.

And a drink. Just one little drink to take the edge off, to keep the shakes away, to help lubricate his muscles and mind.

The crow seemed to nod in agreement with a slight tilt of its head, then flew off across the street, disappearing behind the trees.

Willy waved good-bye, then headed for the tavern, knowing someone there would buy him a bourbon.

There was always a drink for Sad Willy.
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The road was barely wide enough for two-way traffic. But they didn’t have to worry about traffic. They didn’t pass a single car as they drove into town.

The thick forest came to an abrupt end as the road leveled out. There were open fields on both sides, full of brown grass, dried cornstalks, late-season crops of pumpkins and winter squash adding splashes of vivid orange to the dreary brown landscape. Beyond the fields, the maples and aspens had lost their leaves, the trees naked and skeletal against the gunmetal-gray sky. The foliage back home was still blazing—the elevation made the difference; they were up higher now, though the village itself was in a deep valley. A heavy gray sheet of mist covered the entire landscape, seemed to be held in place by the surrounding hills and mountains, like soup at the bottom of a bowl.

They passed a turnoff on the right called St. James Road, and the only house on it was a dilapidated white farmhouse. Beside it, a red barn listed to the left. Half a dozen Holsteins grazed in a pasture that was more mud and manure than grass and came up to the edge of the road they were driving down. A rusted tractor with flat tires stood in the middle of the field. The cows looked thin and rheumy-eyed. A large white horse stood in front of the cows, peering over the split-rail fence topped with rusted barbed wire, watching their truck go by warily. Its eyes were large and nearly black, even from this distance, and reminded Ashley of dome-style security cameras in a department store. Something to keep you on guard and make sure you didn’t steal any lipstick.

Horses made Ashley nervous. It wasn’t that Ash didn’t see the beauty, she did—but she also saw their vast size, the rippling of muscles under the sleek coat, their enormous teeth. In Ashley’s version of fairy tales, the Big Bad Wolf would be far worse as a horse.

My, what big teeth you have.

All the better for ripping you to shreds, my dear.

As if reading her mind, sensing her fear, the horse pulled back its lips and whinnied, showing a frothy mouth full of square yellow-white teeth.

Ashley shuddered.

She remembered, for a split second, the hallucinations she’d had before she checked herself into the hospital a few weeks after her mother’s supposed suicide.

She’d never accepted that her mother had jumped off that bridge, and was horrified at how easily Gram and Malcolm did. “If she’s dead, where’s the body?” she’d demand, and they’d respond with nothing but platitudes and worried glances at each other.

Ashley had tried to keep herself from falling apart. She’d tried to keep up with school, with classes and clinicals and exams; to put on a brave face and keep going, because that was what doctors did, wasn’t it? And if she was going to be the amazing doctor everyone always told her she would be, she needed to learn to put her emotions in a box, to do the work that needed to be done and move on.

But then her mother started visiting her.

Over and over, Ashley saw her mother in her room, back from the dead, her face swollen, head cracked and bleeding. Ashley’s unconscious mind playing a cruel joke, pulling every horror lever in her brain—sometimes her mother showed up riding a white horse with yellow eyes. Ashley would hear the clip-clop of hooves in the hall at school or in her apartment building, and play the game of not looking, of telling herself she knew it wasn’t real, but always, she’d turn. She’d turn and see the white horse, her dead mother sitting bareback on it, wearing her good camel-hair coat. Her face a gory mess like an overripe plum that had burst its skin and was now fetid and rotting. I’ve come to tell you something, Ash. Something important. You need to listen. You need to remember.

Ashley shook the memory away.

Grief-induced psychosis. That was how her psychiatrist in the hospital had explained it. Sometimes grief, especially when the loss was sudden, traumatic, or unresolved, was simply too much to bear and the human mind snapped.

That was what had happened in the lawyer’s office on Friday. Gram’s death, the shock of the inheritance, it was all too much.

She closed her eyes. Heard her mother’s voice, firm and loud in her head: Listen.

“You okay, Sis?” Malcolm’s voice snapped her back. He’d given up on trying to play his self-help books and had the radio tuned to a far-off classic rock station, “Smoke on the Water” crackling through the speakers.

“Yeah,” she said, rolling down the window, catching the scent of moldering leaves, woodsmoke.

Houses were starting to dot the road ahead now. They passed a woman who watched them from a rocking chair on a porch decorated with cornstalks and pumpkins. Ashley waved, but the woman didn’t wave back. A man in overalls leaning into the engine of an ancient Ford pickup lifted his head and watched as they drove by. Two kids kicking around a soccer ball on a brown grassy slope turned their way. Ashley felt the eyes of the whole town on them—humans, cows, and horses alike—and it made her shudder.

“I thought we’d go find the motel, check in, then maybe take a walk and explore on foot,” Ashley suggested.

“Good plan,” Malcolm said. He glanced up at the navigation display, which still showed them driving in a blank sea of green. No town here. No streets. No cell phone towers.

A place that didn’t exist.

Here there be monsters territory.

Ashley held tight to the printout of the map, traced the way the forest road became Main Street, following their route with her finger. “Keep going on this road,” she told her brother.

“Aye, aye, Captain!” he said, turning the music up.

The houses got nicer-looking as they moved closer to the center of town. The paint jobs were fresh, the landscaping well-kept. Ashley felt slightly less tense as she looked at the trimmed hedges, front steps decorated with potted chrysanthemums in festive autumn colors, cornstalks, grinning jack-o’-lanterns. She smiled at the thought that Malcolm’s old Chevy Silverado fit right in, in this landscape of pickup trucks and tractors.

They passed a beautiful two-story colonial brick house with a plaque by the door that said: STODDARD HOUSE, CIRCA 1858. There was a scarecrow on the porch, watching them as they passed.

The road was in bad shape—the pavement cracked and full of potholes—contrasting with the picture-perfect, autumnally decorated homes. If there ever had been two yellow lines separating travel lanes, they were long gone.

Mal slowed down as they passed a dark-haired boy in a red jacket who was heading the opposite direction on a bicycle. When the kid’s eyes met Ash’s, he quickly made a U-turn and began to follow them, ringing the bell on his bike.

“Looks like we’ve got ourselves an escort,” Malcolm said with a laugh, eyeing the kid in the rearview mirror. Another boy on a bike pulled out of a side street and joined him; then a third joined the little parade—a girl with pigtails in a white coat. Ashley turned back to look at them. They were all pedaling hard to keep up with the truck. Ashley raised her hand to wave at them. The pigtailed girl, who was clearly the youngest, threw something at the truck.

“Little juvenile delinquents!” Mal shook his head, eyes on the rearview mirror. “That was a damn glass soda bottle!” He hit the brakes and the kids scattered, turning off down side streets.

Mal and Ash continued slowly down Main Street and passed the low brick Boone’s Ferry Post Office. Beside that was Pops’ General Store, which was fronted with a large porch with benches and an old carved wooden cigar-store Indian standing guard by the front door. Across the street was Loon’s Call Pub, with a neon Pabst Blue Ribbon sign glowing in the window and a sign above the door that declared: GOOD DRINKS AND COMPANY SINCE 1899. A woman was standing in front of the pub, her back to them. Her dark, curly hair fell on her shoulders. Her slim frame and the way she held her body, with her hands buried deep in the pockets of her camel-colored coat… it was all too familiar. Ashley’s heart thudded as she waited for the apparition to turn around, show its dripping bloody face, the exposed skull, the ruined jaw. But instead, she walked right into the pub.

“Did you—” Ash started to say, but Mal hadn’t heard her, his focus on something up ahead.

“Look at that.” Malcolm slowed down and pointed at the sprawling wooden building just past the pub. An old factory, complete with a waterwheel being turned by the river. STODDARD FACTORY, the gold-lettered sign stated.

They crossed a short bridge, and just beyond it there were a few more neatly kept houses. A woman in a long-sleeved white dress was hanging clothes out on a line. A little boy in a plaid coat out walking his dog turned to look as they passed.

Main Street came to an end, leaving them with the choice of going either right or left on Pickering Road.

“Take a right here,” Ashley directed Malcolm, looking down at her map. “The motel should be on this road.”

They passed a big red barn that said it was a tack-and-feed shop, then turned into the parking lot of the Deer Run Motel. The driveway was gravel and there were two buildings: a low single-story block of motel rooms with red doors labeled one through eight, and to its left a small office with a peaked roof. There were no cars in the parking lot.

“Here we are,” she said. “The only lodgings in town.”



A BELL ON the door jingled as they entered the office, a cramped room that smelled like wet wool and mildew. There were a couple of battered armchairs, a gas fireplace, and a framed cross-stitch on the wall that read MEET AS STRANGERS, LEAVE AS FRIENDS. Above it was a watercolor painting of a deer, but the proportions were all wrong: the neck too thick, the antlers impossibly large. The big black eyes seemed to take up half its face. It reminded Ashley of drawings she’d seen of aliens.

“Help you?” The fortysomething woman in an oversized flannel shirt behind the desk spoke in a tone that suggested the very last thing she wanted to do was help them. She had the radio tuned to a country station and was holding a paperback book of crossword puzzles and a pen. She looked from Ashley to Malcolm, keeping her eyes on Mal.

“Yes, hi, we have a reservation for two rooms,” Ash said. “The name is Ashley Flanders.”

The woman kept looking at Malcolm even though it was Ashley who’d spoken. She wondered if she should repeat herself or perhaps she should speak louder. Ashley watched the clerk’s red, chapped hands as she pawed through some paperwork on the desk.

“Here it is. Flanders. We’ve got your rooms all set. Two nights. I just need a credit card and driver’s license.”

Ash handed them over.

The woman looked down, studying the license and copying Ashley’s name and address.

“What brings you to Boone’s Ferry?” she asked.

“We had family from here,” Ash said.

“And we just inherited a house,” Mal added. He just couldn’t help himself.

“Oh, really?” The woman looked up at them, interest piqued. She looked back down at the registration. “Flanders. Can’t say I know any Flanderses here in Boone’s Ferry.”

“Our great-grandfather was Thomas Endicott, the town doctor,” Mal said. “Died from the flu back in 1919.”

Her face seemed to tighten. “Terrible thing.” The woman shook her head. “Flu hit this area hard.”

“So I understand,” Ashley said. “Did you have family here back then?”

“Me? No. My husband’s people were here. His great-grandfather, he had that big old farm you passed when you drove into town. Right at the base of the mountain.”

Ashley thought of the run-down farmhouse, the leaning barn. The horse.

“Back in the day, the St. James place was the biggest farm in town. My husband and his brothers sold it off years ago, though. The Hollands own it now and I don’t envy ’em. Tough to be a farmer these days.”

She handed back Ashley’s credit card and license. “All set,” she said. “And here are your keys.” They were brass keys on green plastic tags, DEER RUN MOTEL in white letters. Rooms 1 and 2.

Ash wondered which room her mother had stayed in.

“Have you owned the motel long?” Ashley asked, trying to prolong the conversation, see what information the woman was willing to give up.

“Going on twenty-five years now.”

“I think our mother stayed here once,” Ash said. “About two years ago.” She studiously avoided looking in Malcolm’s direction.

“Is that so?” The woman shuffled the papers on her desk.

“I was wondering if you might remember her? Louise Flanders?” Ashley reached into her purse, pulled out the photo she’d brought along: Mom at the lake the summer before she died, squinting a little in the sun, smiling.

The woman looked blankly at the photo, then up at Ashley. “Can’t say I do.”

“You don’t have records of guests? A logbook or anything?” Ashley asked, glancing pointedly at the book the clerk had written Ash’s name in.

“From two years ago?” The woman seemed to be stifling a laugh. “We don’t keep anything that long, hon.”

“Got it,” Malcolm broke in, smiling at the clerk. “Thank you. We’ll go get settled. Let you get back to your puzzles. Doing them in pen like that… that takes skill. You must be good.”

“You should see all the pages where I’ve had to scribble things out. What a mess!” She smiled up at him. “I’m Liz, by the way. Liz St. James. You need anything while you’re here, you let me or my husband, Jack, know. He’s here in the evenings. Works up at the factory during the day.”

“Great, thanks. Is there a Wi-Fi password?” Ashley asked.

“No internet. Have cable TV, though. Thirty-one channels.” She said this with an air of pride. “I’m partial to the baking shows. The cakes they make… works of art. I can make a cake, a good one too. I won a blue ribbon one year for my angel food.”

Mal smiled. “I love angel food cake.”

“The trick”—Liz leaned toward him with a conspiratorial smile—“is letting the eggs warm up. Cold egg whites don’t froth up right.”

“Well, Ash, seems you’ve got some competition here.” But he kept looking at Liz with his most charming smile.

“Anyhoo… don’t want to hold you two up. The pub’s about the only place in town to get food. The general store makes sandwiches and now they’ve got a pizza oven, so that’s an option too. If you need Wi-Fi, the library’s the place to get it. When it’s working, that is.”

“The pub sounds great,” Malcolm said.

“Could you tell us how to find the town hall?” Ashley asked. She knew that was the first place her mom would have gone to do genealogy research.

“Don’t have one.”

“Really?” Ash couldn’t keep the suspicion and disbelief out of her voice. When she’d done research on Boone’s Ferry and looked at maps, she was sure there had been a town hall.

“You could go see Lorelei Prentice,” Liz said. “She’s our town clerk. Her office is in her house. Go back across the bridge and take your first left on Hook Meadow Street—it’s just past the clothespin factory. Lorelei’s place is the fourth house on the right, pink with white trim. You can’t miss it. ’Course, on a day like this, she may not be in. She’s a painter. Does lovely watercolors. She did this one here,” Liz said, pointing to the deer painting.

“Very nice,” Ashley lied, looking at the painting. She noticed now that there was an ominous reflection in the animal’s huge black bulbous eyes: the gray silhouette of a man with a rifle. Down in the lower right corner, it said Opening Day—Lorelei Prentice.
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I’d been dreaming of my mother again. I was snuggled up against her while she burned feverishly in her deathbed, her lungs rattling as she struggled to take in air. She was clinging tightly to me, wrapping her whole self around me like a terrible serpent, crushing me, expelling all the air from my chest, leaving me breathless, while the walls started crumbling and closing in around us.

I sat up with a jolt, gasping for air, my own sheets damp with sweat. I lit the lamp and fumbled for my pocket watch. Someone was pounding on the door.

Quarter past four in the morning.

I’d gotten into bed just four hours ago.

We’d put Emile in Aunt Margaret’s sewing room behind the kitchen. There was a small bed in there so the room could double as a guest room when we had visitors. We’d checked on Emile before retiring at midnight, and he was still unconscious. Uncle Thomas had sewn up the wound on his neck, and we’d managed to warm him with hot water bottles and blankets. We couldn’t yet determine his prognosis—he’d lost a lot of blood and had been out in the bitter cold a very long time.

Uncle Thomas had applied a salve and a light dressing to Margaret’s abdomen where the hot water had scalded her skin. As he was tending to her, I noticed the dark circles under my aunt’s eyes, the hollow look on her face. She looked like she was losing weight when she should be gaining. Perhaps Uncle Thomas was right to be worried about her.

He’d left me with Emile while he brought Margaret upstairs to give her a sedative.

Since learning she was pregnant, Aunt Margaret had been sleeping on her own in the second bedroom upstairs—what’s to be the nursery when the baby is born. She’s always had trouble with fitful sleep, and it’s worse with the pregnancy. She thought it would be better for them both if she slept on her own.

The pounding at the door continued.

I jumped out of bed. My bedroom had once been a storage room. Now it contained a bed and a dresser, a few pegs on the walls to hang shirts and coats. The air was chilly, and I pulled on a pair of pants and a coat over my nightshirt and went to see who was banging on the door.

Uncle Thomas was running down the stairs, Margaret behind him.

“You go back to bed, Margaret,” he insisted. “You need your rest.”

“I’ll come with you to see if it’s anything I can help with,” Margaret said, tying the belt of her dressing gown.

I got to the front door before they did and pulled it open.

Pearl stood there, wrapped in her wool coat, a gust of icy wind blowing in behind her.

“Dear girl! Come in!” Margaret said. “You’ll catch your death out there.”

I reached for her, pulled her inside.

Her hands were bare and icy. She was pale, white as the snowy landscape she’d come out of.

“Is it your mother?” Thomas asked, taking her hands in his.

Pearl nodded, eyes huge and frantic. “Doctor, she got up out of bed.”

“Well, that’s good, isn’t it? Perhaps she’s—”

“She attacked my father. Biting and clawing, screaming. She moved so fast, she was so strong. It was like… like she had the devil inside her.”

Margaret gasped. “Clarice? Clarice did that?”

“Where is she now?” Thomas asked matter-of-factly.

“Gone,” Pearl choked out, crying, but trying hard not to. “She’s gone. She ran out in her nightgown, feet bare. She’s out in the snow somewhere.” She was sobbing now. “My father, he went to look for her, but he’s hurt. She got one of his eyes, gouged it badly. You’ve got to come, Doctor. Please.”

“Of course,” Uncle Thomas said. “Give me a few minutes to get dressed and gather my bag and we’ll all walk back together. You try to warm up a little in the meantime.”

“I’ll make coffee and get the surgery ready in case you need it,” Margaret said. “Frances, you stay with Pearl—bring her over to the fire to warm up. I’ll go check on Emile.”

Uncle Thomas swiftly moved upstairs to dress.

I led Pearl to the coal stove in the parlor and stoked it. I took her hands in mine and rubbed them, tried to make her warm. My heart was breaking at the thought of all she had been through the last couple of days. I hated how powerless I felt, unable to give her answers or fix things.

“It’s going to be all right,” I said to Pearl, the words feeling hollow, but I needed to fill the silence. Try to say something comforting. And those silly, useless words were all I had; I regretted them immediately.

Pearl looked up at me, her eyes bloodshot. “The woman… who did this, she wasn’t my mother, Frankie. Not anymore.” She began to sob again and I pulled her close, holding her, rocking her, not caring if my uncle or aunt came in and saw.

“Tom!” Margaret cried from the kitchen. “Come quick!”

I released Pearl and we ran to the kitchen. Uncle Thomas hurried back down the stairs, feet bare, shirt half buttoned and untucked.

“Is it Emile?” he asked when we all got into the kitchen. All the oil lamps were lit. Aunt Margaret’s face was pale and frightened, ghostly in the flickering light.

“He’s gone,” Margaret said in disbelief.

“Gone?” Uncle Thomas was beginning to lose his composure.

He and I rushed into the sewing room, saw Emile’s torn shirt and coat, his boots on the floor. But there was no sign of the man.

The four of us searched the house. We opened every closet, looked under every bed.

“He must have gone outside,” Pearl said miserably. “Into the snow like my mother did.”

“I don’t understand,” Margaret said. “Why would he leave like that? Go out there without clothes or shoes?”

“It seems to be part of the sickness,” I offered weakly. I rubbed my temples, where a dull ache had started.

“But it’s so cold.” Aunt Margaret turned to Uncle Thomas. “Where will he go? Where do they all go?”

“I don’t know.” Thomas was staring at the wall now.

He looked lost standing there half dressed, his hair uncombed, dark circles under his bloodshot eyes.

“My mother’s out there,” Pearl said, looking blankly out the window at the blackness beyond.

“We’ve got to look for them,” Margaret said, getting closer to Thomas’s face now.

“We will. First, Frankie and I will go with Pearl and see what shape her father is in. Then we’ll organize a search party to look for Clarice and Emile.”

“And the knackerman,” Margaret added.

Thomas nodded. “And the knackerman.”

“You’ve got to find him first, Tom. You and Frankie. If the men from town find him, they’ll shoot him. People in town, they’re saying… they’re saying such terrible things about him. That he isn’t human. That he’s the one who made the horses sick. That he’s—” Aunt Margaret’s voice trailed off. She looked at me, took my hand. “Promise me, Frances,” she pleaded. “Promise me you’ll find that poor man. It isn’t his fault all this happened. He doesn’t deserve to be hunted down like an animal.”

“We’ll do our best,” I promised. I looked from my aunt to Pearl. “We’ll find them all—Emile, Pearl’s mother, and the knackerman.”

But what would we do then? Even if we found them and managed to drag them back to the house, what could we do to help them? Keep them sedated until the madness passed, until the sickness ran its course? And what was its course? Were they doomed to succumb to fever, to drown in their secretions like so many who’d caught the flu had last fall?

And if they died, would they then come back, rise up from their beds and slip off into the woods like terrible phantoms?

I reached up, touched the eye charm I wore on a leather cord around my neck, tucked safely beneath my nightshirt and coat. I remembered Charlotte Albone placing it over my head all those years ago, promising, “It will keep the bad dreams away. It will protect you from evil, waking or sleeping.”

“I’ll come with you,” Margaret continued. “I can help look. Let me get dressed, put on my coat.”

“No,” Uncle Thomas said firmly. “We need you to stay here. Get things ready like you said you would. Make coffee. Stoke the fires. We’ll be back soon.”

I went to my room to dress properly. My uncle gathered supplies from the surgery.

We all met up in the front hall, pulling on coats and boots; Pearl was pacing, eager to get back to her father, to continue the search for her mother. Uncle Thomas held his black medical bag. I carried a satchel with extra bandages and supplies in it.

“Margaret.” Thomas’s tone was grave now. “When we go, I want you to lock the door behind us. Don’t open it for anyone but me or Frankie, do you understand?”

“But, Tom, what if someone needs the doctor, what if—”

“No one but me or Frankie,” he cut in, taking her face in his gloved hands, stroking her pale cheeks. “Promise?”

“I promise,” she said. “No one but you.”
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They hauled their bags out of the pickup, ready to settle in at the Deer Run Motel. The rooms were as dark and dated as the office—musty-smelling, done in browns and golds, each with another splotchy, out-of-proportion Lorelei painting on the wall. The lampshades were decoupaged with pictures of deer cut from magazines. The furniture was heavy dark-brown wood, the mattresses lumpy.

“Not quite four-star accommodations, but I’ve definitely stayed in worse places,” Malcolm said. He’d just come into Ashley’s room after getting the last load from the car and going to grab drinks from the Coke machine. He plopped himself down on her bed and a small cloud of dust erupted from the duvet.

“Liz wasn’t exactly dripping with hospitality, was she?”

“She wasn’t that bad.” Mal was trying to smooth out a bump in the mattress now. “Just a little taken aback by your Law & Order shtick with the photo of Mom.” He put on a serious TV detective voice: “Have you seen this woman? Look closely now. What was that about, anyway?”

“Look, we’re here. What’s the harm in seeing what we can find out about what she did while she was here?” Ashley changed the subject. “Where are the sodas?”

“Machine’s out of order.”

“I don’t get how this place stays in business,” Ashley said. “I can’t imagine they get many people passing through. I mean, it sure looks like we’re the only customers.”

“Well, according to the brochure,” he said, holding up the glossy folded paper he’d picked up at the office and reading from it, “ ‘Boone’s Ferry is a hunter’s paradise, surrounded by thousands of acres of forest, teeming with wildlife: bear, moose, quail, turkey, and whitetail deer.’ ” He flipped it over to the back, and read on, “ ‘Deer Run Motel. Meet as strangers—’ ”

“ ‘Leave as friends,’ ” Ashley finished. “Yeah, I got it. You know, forget the soda machine. I could use a beer.”

He grinned. “You’re speaking my language, Sis.”

“Let’s hit Lorelei’s first. See what records she might have on our great-grandparents, the house, other family we might have in town. Mom would have been looking for family records, and if Lorelei’s the town clerk, I bet they met.” Ash tried to keep her voice casual, but she was thrilled by the idea of talking to someone who might have a clue as to what her mother had discovered.

I know everything.

Mal gave her a look of concern. “You sure you don’t want to grab a beer first?”

“Nah, let’s see if we can catch Lorelei, then head over to Loon’s Call to fortify ourselves before we go take a look at this house we’ve inherited.”

“Sure,” Malcolm relented. “Doesn’t seem like Lorelei’s place is all that far. You still up for a walk?” After spending hours in the truck, Ashley was eager to stretch her legs.

They headed down Pickering Road, turned left on Main Street, and crossed the bridge, stopping to watch the old wooden waterwheel at the mill. The factory itself was a long, two-story building painted white. There was a tall bell tower at the front, just over the main entrance. They could hear the buzz, hum, and whine of machinery inside the building.

“You think the wheel is actually doing anything?” Ashley asked. “Or is it just for show?”

Malcolm studied it. He’d always been better at mechanical things than she was. When they were kids, he used to draw intricate pictures on graph paper of the castle he would live in one day, showing details of the battlements, the moat, the drawbridge, the winch that would pull up the big wooden door. “See that shaft turning?” Mal pointed. “It’s going into the building. I bet they’re still powering some machines with it. Kinda cool, really. I doubt there are that many of these things in use anymore.”

As Ash stared at the building and the old waterwheel, it occurred to her that Thomas Endicott had probably seen this same scene as he walked down Main Street a hundred years ago.

But unlike when her great-grandfather walked these streets, the factory parking lot was packed with beat-up pickup trucks and hatchbacks, most of which had gun racks on the back. “Looks like just about everyone in town works here,” Mal joked.

“I guess you’d have to,” Ash said. “Not like you can easily scoot over to the next town for a job.”

They were quiet for a few seconds, both of them watching the glistening river flow over the great wooden wheel, the wheel turning steadily, hypnotically, as it had for generations. Ash felt the isolation closing in, like a strange pressure in her chest. Not only were they physically isolated from the rest of the world, it was as if they’d stepped into a time not their own.

They continued across the bridge and went left on Hook Meadow Street, a narrow street lined with maple trees and small, neat houses set back from the road. The second house on the left was separated from the others by a hedge of lilac bushes, a few bunches of dead flowers still clinging to them. The house was dark blue with a white door, marred by a painting that looked like something a child had done: the head of a horse, hastily rendered, brownish-red paint dripping down.

“Do you see that?”

“Yeah. I bet that’s the culprit inside, being punished.” Malcolm looked up and nodded toward the second floor.

A little girl was watching them from between two curtains in an upstairs window. She had dark, unkempt hair and big eyes. Ashley raised her hand and waved with a faint smile. The girl quickly ducked away from the window and out of sight.

Up ahead on the right was the pink house with white trim.



LORELEI PRENTICE WAS not out painting, but answered the door quickly. She was in her sixties with silver hair cut short, wearing a simple denim dress. Her thick, smudged glasses made her eyes look huge. Once they introduced themselves and explained why they’d come, she smiled politely and invited them in.

She ushered them into a small office just off the living room, with a wide oak desk, and gray metal file cabinets lining one of the walls. The rest of the walls displayed a number of Lorelei’s watercolors, mostly landscapes and paintings of buildings in town—the church, the clothespin factory, and her own bright-pink house. The desk held a bulky computer monitor, an ancient-looking Rolodex, and a manual typewriter. Beside the typewriter, a little wooden doll, no more than three inches tall, was propped up. It looked like something a child would make, with gray yarn hair and a tiny painted face staring outward, toward the chairs that Ashley and Malcolm settled into.

Lorelei offered them coffee, which turned out to be more like a weak tea, accompanied by hazelnut-flavored powdered creamer. She served it in old china cups carried in on a tarnished silver tray.

“Descendents of Dr. Thomas Endicott,” she repeated with reverence as she studied them from behind her desk, perhaps looking for some sign of their great-grandfather. Her eyes lingered on Malcolm.

“So you’ve heard of him?” Ashley set her cup down and leaned forward now, waiting for Lorelei to tell them how their mother had come searching for information about the Endicotts.

“Oh, yes, yes!” Lorelei smiled broadly. “He was a great man, greatly respected here in Boone’s Ferry. You know, he stayed when the flu came back in the spring of 1919? A lot of folks, they left town. But Thomas Endicott, he was the town doctor and he took his oath seriously. He stayed and tended to the sick until he succumbed to the illness himself.”

“Our grandmother always told us the flu killed almost everyone in town that spring,” Mal said.

“Yes, about half the residents died that spring,” Lorelei said, looking down into her murky coffee. “Terrible thing. Flu hit this area hard.”

Ash nodded, thinking these were the exact same words Liz St. James had used.

“Ms. Prentice,” Ash said, digging around in her purse for the photo. “I believe you may have met my mother not long ago.”

“Your mother?” Lorelei gave her an owllike blink behind her smudged glasses.

Ashley could feel Malcolm’s annoyance, but she pressed on.

“Louise Flanders,” Ashley said, handing over the picture. “She was here just about two years ago, looking into our family history. You must have spoken with her.”

Lorelei held the photo and blinked three more times in rapid succession. “I’m afraid not,” she said, handing the photo back.

“But if you were town clerk, I’m sure she—” Ash continued.

“It was before my time in the position, dear.”

Ashley’s heart sank.

“I’ve been town clerk for not quite a year,” Lorelei went on. “Took over when Ellie Bellinsky had her heart attack and passed away, God rest her soul. She was running the office out of a little storeroom at the back of the library. I moved it all over here and we had a big fundraiser to help the library turn that dingy old room into a children’s section! You should stop by. It’s a lovely spot. There’s a train table and a puppet theater!”

“Sounds great,” Mal chimed in. “The children must love it!”

Lorelei nodded proudly. Ashley willed herself not to shoot a death glare at Malcolm.

Malcolm took a polite sip of coffee.

“Do you need more sugar, dear? More creamer?” Lorelei asked.

“Oh no, it’s delicious just as it is,” Malcolm said with a convincing smile. Ash picked up her cup as well and took a dreadful sip.

“So, Ms. Prentice—” Mal continued.

“Lorelei,” she corrected.

“Lorelei,” he continued with another smile. “I’m curious—was there ever a real town hall?”

“Oh, sure there was. A great big yellow building right on Main Street, across from the Congregational church. It was the oldest building in town, other than the clothespin factory, in fact. But it burned to the ground… oh, would’ve been about two years ago. That’s when Ellie moved operations over to the library.”

“Were many of the records destroyed in the fire?” Ashley asked.

“Oh yes, I’m afraid so. We lost everything: old charters and maps, vital records, property tax records, all the archived historical materials. It was like the history and memory of the whole town went up in smoke.”

“That’s… that’s terrible.” Ashley felt a burning sensation rising in her throat.

“Any idea what caused the fire?” Malcolm asked.

“I believe it was an electrical problem of some kind. Old building, old wires.”

“So there’s nothing from prior to two years ago?” Ashley tried not to sound suspicious. “No papers? No archives? There’s no historical society or anything like that?”

Lorelei shook her head again.

“It’s just… we were hoping to learn something about our family,” Ashley went on. “About what happened during the flu. Anything about our great-grandparents. What other family might have been around back then.”

The things her mother must have come here to learn.

“I’m sorry. I’m afraid everything was in the town hall. Any records we had on the town, the residents, the history—it’s all gone.” Was it Ashley’s imagination, or did Lorelei seem strangely indifferent about this? “I hate to say it, but if that’s what you came to Boone’s Ferry hoping to find, you’re better off getting in your car and heading home before the daylight’s gone. Don’t want to be navigating the mountain pass in the dark.”

“Well, Ms. Prentice—Lorelei—that’s actually not the only reason—” Malcolm began.

“When exactly was this fire?” Ashley interrupted, feeling a little warning ripple run through her like a low-voltage current.

“October,” Lorelei said. “The fifteenth of October, 2014.”

Ashley set down her tepid mug of coffee.

“Are you all right, dear?” asked Lorelei. “You’ve gone quite pale.”

“Fine.” Ashley glanced over at Malcolm, who was sipping his awful coffee, unfazed. He’d never been good at remembering dates, birthdays, anniversaries.

The letter her mother had written to Gram from Boone’s Ferry was dated October 14. The town hall had burned to the ground the very next day.





TWENTY MINI [image: ]

October 17, 2016

The gold watch was heavy in her hand. She had wound it, and could feel it ticking, counting down the minutes and seconds until the knackerman found her.

She traced the curly letters of the monogram with her finger: TEC.

“Who do you belong to?” she asked, as if the watch might tell her.

Mini was back upstairs in her room, looking through her window. For a second, she was sure she caught a reflection of someone behind her—a young woman with short dark hair, worried eyes, a heavy men’s coat. She was raising her hand as if reaching for something.

Mini blinked and she was gone.

But there was something else, something real, outside the window.

Two strangers were walking past her house. Mini knew the faces and names of every man, woman, and child in town, most of the animals too. But she didn’t know these two. The woman, with dark hair and eyes, looked up at her and waved. Mini jumped back from the window, hoping Mama and Papa hadn’t seen. When she dared to peek out again, there was a red cardinal on the wires just outside. He was looking straight into her window, staring right at her with shiny black eyes. He let out a cry that Mini swore was her own name: Mini, Mini, Mini. She opened the window to listen better. Come outside, he seemed to say. I have something to show you.

She looked at Shiloh on her bed. “What do you think?” she asked him. He gave a yawn and stretched. “Some help you are,” she told the old orange cat.

The cardinal called to her again.

She tucked the watch back into the pocket of her jeans and pulled on her old blue hooded sweatshirt. Then she locked the door to her bedroom (not necessary, she knew, no one would come looking for her, no one would be calling her down for supper), opened the window, and lowered herself onto the side porch roof. From there, she stepped over onto the old pear tree beside the house and climbed down to the ground.

This way, the red bird cried, circling around to the side yard, heading into the woods. Mini followed. The bird flew to a tree ahead, waiting, then once she’d caught up, he flew to the next tree. The woods were shady and cool and she was glad to be out of the house. She felt like she could finally breathe again for the first time since she’d seen the knackerman last night.

The path she was on was overgrown, hardly there at all, but Mini knew the way. The only creatures who used it much these days were the deer and coyotes. Mini saw signs of the deer, a little clearing off the path where they had bedded down for the night, piles of round droppings, tufts of fur left behind on trees, hoofprints. She saw signs of other wildlife too. A place where a bear had scratched up an alder. Coyote tracks. The skin of a garter snake. A large paper wasp nest, hanging high in the tree like a wicked balloon.

Mini knew the woods around Boone’s Ferry—the paths, thick stands of trees, the clearings and meadows—better than her own house and yard. And she felt more at peace, safer out here than at home or school. There were no people to deal with and puzzle over; no conversations to exhaust and frustrate her. She often thought perhaps the woods were her home, her true home, and the idea came to her now that maybe she should slip away and not go back. Just live out in the forest like some wild girl in a fairy tale. Build a little shelter of sticks and bark, eat roots and berries. She knew what was safe to eat and what was poisonous. She could gather acorns and boil them to remove the bitter tannic acid. She could collect cattails from down by the river, gather plantains, wood sorrel, and purslane from the meadow, search for late-season dandelions, lion’s mane mushrooms, fox grapes, chicory. And there were plenty of gnarled old apple trees to climb and search for the ones that weren’t too full of worms.

But winter was coming and the nights were getting colder. Food would grow scarce.

And the woods were his place too.

She could feel him out here. His presence was all around her.

She had been told her whole life that he was always watching. Watching through the eyes of the crow in the nearby tree; spying through the eyes of the fox and sparrow. Even the ants and spiders were watching, gathering information, speaking to him in their soft whispers. People said that the knackerman, even back when he was still alive, a flesh-and-blood man, could speak to all animals; he knew the language of bear and rabbit, horse and rat. Mini didn’t know if such a gift was possible, but sometimes she was sure she had a touch of it. That if she listened just right, she could understand what the animals were saying. Animals were easier to understand than people. You just had to listen carefully.

And sometimes, she believed, they came with messages meant just for her.

Like now.

The cardinal was up ahead of her and she could hear it saying, This way, little Mini, come, come. The bright-red feathers were lit up like a beacon against the dull backdrop of thinning trees.

She moved through the woods quietly, noticing everything: the pattern the shadows of the trees made on the ground, the woodchuck burrow with freshly dug earth at the entrance, the woolly bear caterpillar on the side of the path. She knew that there was a message out here just for her. The bird was taking her somewhere, had something to show her, something important, so she kept her eyes wide open, her ears pricked to the sounds of all the animals.

The watch tick-tick-ticked in her pocket. Was the watch a gift someone had left for the knackerman last night? Mini knew you were supposed to leave your best gifts: coins, rum, cakes, drawings, notes of thanks. But a watch? Especially an old one like this, a family heirloom maybe, that seemed too precious. Mini had never heard of anyone leaving him anything like that.

As she walked on, she wondered if it could be the knackerman’s watch. From a long time ago, back when he’d been a living man.

The watch was a puzzle. A riddle that felt heavy and solid in her pocket.

The cardinal was just ahead of her, calling in the trees: Hurry, hurry!

They passed Pigeon Pond, where Mini sometimes sat to watch the perch and bass or to catch frogs just so she could say hello. She continued on, following the bird, going by the old house site on the right, nothing but a cellar hole now. The old folks in town called it the Ayers place, said it was haunted back when it stood, so it was a good thing that it had fallen down. No one had ever rebuilt there. People swore that if you went at night, you could hear a woman crying. Some said they could hear two girls whispering to each other. Mini never heard anything, but she always felt like she wasn’t alone there. Like the place held memories, little pieces even, of the people who’d once inhabited it back when it was standing. Mini went sometimes to poke around, to find treasures in the rubble where the house once stood: an old glass canning jar, a doorknob, a rusty cast-iron frying pan. She liked the way the house was disappearing into the meadow; nature taking it back. Soon the brambles, grass, saplings, and vines would destroy any evidence that people had ever lived here. Sometimes Mini tried to imagine what the whole world might look like without people in it anymore: buildings empty, parking lots cracked open and sprouting trees and grasses. The birds and the chipmunks and the bees would all be singing so joyfully, bears would walk right down the street. No cars, no talking, no bells at the factory, no jet engines flying overhead, no train whistles. She imagined the earth itself breathing a sigh of relief.

The path narrowed, the woods growing darker; the trees, even with their diminishing leaves, were so close together that they let very little light in. Then the woods opened up again and she could see where she had been led. The cardinal had taken her to the back side of the Hollands’ pasture. It sat there waiting for her on the old cedar split-rail fence, calling out, Here, little Mini, look here.

She moved from the cool darkness of the woods up to the fence and leaned against it, as the cardinal took off, disappearing into the hills behind her. Mini looked out into the pasture, saw three horses: Old Lou, who was chestnut brown, the dappled mare called Susie, and the white horse named Stella—the one that Finn had drawn a picture of and left for the knackerman. She thought of the drawing, ruined in the yard this morning, rejected, tossed in rage after he had seen her.

The horse he had been riding was so similar to the one in Finn’s drawing that she wondered if her brother had spied sometime too. She looked at Stella now, clucked her tongue, and the horse trotted over, perhaps thinking that Mini had a treat: an apple or a sugar cube, which she often did.

“I’m sorry, girl,” she said to the horse as it came and nosed her with its soft muzzle. She stroked the creature’s velvety coat, looked into her large eyes. The horse was all white and had beautiful shiny black eyes that seemed to see everything all at once, even things Mini couldn’t see. Mini reached down, picked some clover, and held it up. Stella gently nibbled it. Something caught Mini’s eye on the horse’s left rear flank.

“Are you hurt?”

There was a streak of red blood on her coat.

Had she scratched herself on a barbed-wire fence?

Mini moved down to inspect the injury, her fingers gently touching the wound, which wasn’t a wound at all.

Tick tick tick went the watch in her pocket, Mini’s mind turning just like the gears inside it.





TWENTY-ONE FRANKIE [image: ]

March 13, 1919

Benjamin Stoddard’s face was gouged. It looked as if it had been done by a farming implement, but Benjamin insisted it was only his wife’s fingernails.

Claws, I thought.

The woman had grown claws.

I pushed the thought out of my head, holding a lantern close to Benjamin’s face while my uncle gently examined his ruined eye, the white sclera so red with blood it was difficult to make out the iris and pupil. His pupil was no longer round, but teardrop-shaped, the black seeming to bleed into the murky blue of his iris.

I doubted Benjamin would ever see out of it properly again.

The lantern sputtered, the flame jumped. Benjamin’s shadow on the wall beside us seemed large and monstrous, a thing of its own looming and watching.

Benjamin was breathing fast and hard, his pulse racing. He was obviously in a great deal of pain but had refused my uncle’s offer of morphine.

“Globe rupture,” Uncle Thomas said to me. “See the extrusion of vitreous?”

I nodded, seeing the drop of thick gel that leaked from the tiny rip in the surface of Benjamin’s eye.

Benjamin squirmed beneath my uncle’s touch and spoke rapidly through gritted teeth. “Just patch me up so I can get back out there, Tom. I’ve got to find Clarice.”

“Hold still, Benjamin,” Uncle Thomas instructed as he continued to examine the eye.

Uncle Thomas packed bandages gently against Benjamin’s eye, wrapped everything in place with a roll of gauze.

I assisted my uncle with cleaning and bandaging the scratches, the small bite on Benjamin’s forearm.

Pearl watched us from the edge of the room, rocking slightly, her arms wrapped around herself. Her eyes were glassy, her face as pale as I had ever seen it. I longed to go to Pearl, envelop her in my arms, but all I could do was cast furtive glances her way.

“Did Clarice speak?” Thomas asked. “Was she lucid?”

“She spoke but she was not lucid,” Benjamin told him. “It was like she was sleepwalking. She kept insisting she heard someone outside calling her name, saying she had to go. I took her hand, tried to talk to her, to keep her in bed, but it was as if she wasn’t really there. Like she was… possessed.”

Pearl seemed to jump a little, made a small, barely discernible squeaking sound like a captured mouse.

Uncle Thomas nodded grimly. “I would like you to rest, Benjamin. I’d like to give you something to help with the pain, to knock you out for a bit.”

“Like hell,” Benjamin said. “I’m going back out there. I’ve got to find my wife.”

“She’s only in her nightgown!” Pearl cried, her voice so high, so frantic I hardly recognized it. “She has no coat or boots.”

“You’re in no shape to be out there,” Uncle Thomas told Benjamin. “We’ll round up a search party. Get some of the men from town to go look. It’s nearly dawn. It’ll be easier to track her in the light.”

Benjamin sat up, swung his legs over the side of the bed to the floor. “I’m going, Tom. I’m going to find my wife and bring her home.”

“I’ll go with you, then,” Uncle Thomas said, relenting. “Frankie and I both. Without shoes or a coat, she can’t have gone far.”

“Same with Emile,” Pearl added, her voice higher still, the words spoken in a great rush. “Wasn’t he barefoot as well?”

“Also without a coat or even a shirt, as far as I can tell,” Uncle Thomas said.

“Emile?” Benjamin winced as he stood. “I heard he was unconscious… I thought…”

“Apparently he woke up,” I said.

“Like Clarice.” Benjamin sounded far away now.

“But he didn’t attack anyone,” I added.

“No,” Uncle Thomas said. “But we weren’t in the room with him, were we? We didn’t try to stop him from leaving.”

“Pearl.” Benjamin was rubbing his arm where his bite had been bandaged. “Go get my gun and hunting bag.”

Pearl immediately went off down the hall and I fought the urge to follow, to tell the men I’d go help her to gather supplies. But I felt Benjamin’s one good eye watching me. I stayed right where I was.

Benjamin turned to Uncle Thomas, his clawed-up, bandaged face looking grave. “I’m next.”

“I beg your pardon?”

“This… sickness. If it’s passed on through bites and scratches—”

“We don’t know…” Thomas wanted to comfort him, but trailed off.

I looked at my uncle, said nothing. We both knew Benjamin was right.

“If it is,” Benjamin continued, “the victim develops a fever, cough, and jaundice within the next twelve hours, correct?”

Uncle Thomas nodded.

“They become sicker and sicker, begin hallucinating, become irritable, drifting in and out, losing consciousness and coming close to death,” Benjamin went on. “Then, hours later, they appear better. They can get up, speak, walk. But they aren’t the same. They are a person capable of doing terrible things. A person sick with madness.”

“Now, Benjamin, two or three cases isn’t enough to come to any real conclusions,” Uncle Thomas countered, and I knew he was doing his best to hold on to what was rational, to hold on to science. But the science and medicine he had been taught had not prepared him for anything like this.

Benjamin’s shadow on the wall seemed to grow larger and I watched it, wondering what the sickness inside him was doing to him right now, what he might become in a matter of hours.

“It’s enough for me,” Benjamin said. He reached out and took Uncle Thomas’s hand, and as he reached, the shadow on the wall showed long, sharp claws and his head seemed to lengthen until it was clearly the outline of a horse’s head, mouth open, teeth bared. I blinked hard. The sickness, the lack of sleep, the dark room and smell of blood were all too much.

“Tom,” Benjamin said, “when I get sick, I want you to bind me to this bed. I want you to use ropes, whatever it takes to hold me here.”

Uncle Thomas grimaced.

“If you don’t, I might lash out and hurt someone. You don’t want that on your conscience, do you, Doctor?”

Uncle Thomas said nothing.

Now Benjamin looked at me with his one good eye. “Think of Pearl,” he said. “The one thing you and I may have in common, Frankie, is that neither of us would ever want to see her get hurt, isn’t that right?”

I drew in a jagged breath of air, both at the thought of Pearl being injured and the knowing way he was looking at me. I understood that Benjamin had heard enough in the pantry to comprehend what was between his daughter and me—to guess at it, at the very least.

He turned back to Uncle Thomas. “Perhaps the illness will progress to the next stage, will burn itself out. But whatever happens, you’ll be able to monitor my condition. And keep me from harming myself or anyone else.”

Thomas glanced at me, then back to Benjamin.

“Do it in the interest of science,” Benjamin pleaded. “Maybe what you learn from me can help someone else.”

“All right,” Uncle Thomas agreed at last. “But not until you’re ill with fever. And perhaps it won’t come to that.”

“Perhaps not, but if it does, it means I have less than twelve hours. And I need to find my wife.”
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October 17, 2016

The Loon’s Call Pub was decorated in much the same way as the motel: worn-out hunting motifs. A dusty deer head with enormous antlers hung on the wall, along with a moose head and a stuffed trout. In front of the neon Budweiser sign, a weasel of some sort was posed with his front right paw raised, head cocked, frozen and waiting with dim, scratched glass eyes. Country music drifted from a tinny-sounding speaker somewhere. Two heavyset men in flannel shirts and ball caps were sitting at the bar, nursing beers and talking quietly. They swiveled their heads around like owls when the bells on the door announced Ash and Mal’s arrival. A third man, with tangled hair, a thick beard, and filthy clothes, sat at the far end of the bar. Another man in navy work pants and matching jacket sat at a table near the door—he looked up from his sandwich and fries and glared at them. No sign of the woman Ashley had seen walking in earlier.

If she’d even been there at all.

There were a few sepia-toned photos on the wall. Ashley stepped closer to one and saw it was dated 1915, showing the Stoddard Factory with rows of men posed in front of it. She was studying a photo of a group posed in front of the small white church in town when Malcolm lightly pulled her arm. “Look, another Lorelei Prentice original,” he whispered, nodding toward the large watercolor behind the bar: a stag and doe standing by a stream, both slightly misshapen, their eyes too far back and painted a vivid aquamarine. “Now, I’m no expert woodsman or hunter, but I have to say that’s the first blue-eyed deer I’ve ever encountered.”

“Artistic license,” Ash said, grinning at him.

As they made their way to a table toward the back, Malcolm stopped, studying another old framed photo on the wall: two girls in dresses with matching ribbons in their hair, one maybe ten, the other twelve or thirteen. He pointed to the older, more serious-looking one: “She kinda looks like you.”

But Ashley barely glanced at the photo. Her eyes were drawn to the shelves behind the bar to the left of the deer painting, where rows of liquor bottles were crowded together. Standing among them were half a dozen little dolls similar to the one at Lorelei’s: yarn hair, wooden painted faces, little cloth outfits. As if they too had just noticed her gaze, she felt all of their tiny painted-on eyes watching her.

Ash and Malcolm settled in at a table. There was yet another old photo on the wall above them: a shot of Main Street with a horse-drawn wagon. The photo was a little out of focus, making the driver of the wagon seem almost ghostly, his bearded face blurred, body lost in a long coat.

A waitress came through the swinging doors from the kitchen and watched them for a long moment. She turned back to confer with someone on the other side of the doors. Finally, she decided it was time to come over to their table.

She arrived with menus and place settings. Ash guessed her to be around forty, with dyed red hair, growing out at the roots.

She set down menus and silverware with a clang.

“Anything to drink?” she asked.

They both ordered the burger and beer special. The waitress sighed as if they were inconveniencing her greatly, but jotted their order on her pad and sauntered back toward the kitchen.

She came right back out with a burger that she put in front of the disheveled man at the bar.

“Compliments of Jeff,” she said with a smile.

The man was smiling down at the plate. “He even put a fried egg on top.”

She nodded at him. “We’re thinking of putting it on the menu. Naming it after you—the Sad Willy Special.”

He laughed. “That would be something. You tell Jeff thanks for me, will ya?”

She looked over at Ashley and Malcolm’s table. She was studying Malcolm now, squinting at him, her face all pinched up in concentration like he was a problem she was trying to solve. Though Mal didn’t notice, Ash certainly did.

After a few long seconds of this, the waitress turned away, grabbed two mugs, and went over to the beer taps.

At the end of the counter, the man who was apparently known as Sad Willy dove into his burger, eating quickly, messily, egg yolk and ketchup running down his beard.

The man in the blue work clothes said something inaudible to the waitress, pushed his chair back, and walked over to them. “Ashley Flanders,” he said, looking at Ash. It wasn’t a question.

“H-how—” she stammered. Did she dare hope that this man had known her mother?

“Jack St. James,” he said, looking down at them. “I own the motel. My wife, Liz, told me you’d checked in.”

“Hi there! Malcolm Flanders,” Mal said, standing up and putting out his hand. Jack looked at his hand, then took it and gave it an unenthusiastic shake.

“I’m afraid my wife made a mistake,” Jack said.

“Oh?” Ash leaned back in her seat, not breaking eye contact with him.

“We aren’t supposed to be accepting guests right now.”

“Why’s that?” Mal asked.

“The heat’s out.”

“I think we’ll be okay,” Mal said congenially. “We’ve got blankets and the bedspreads. And Ash and I, we’re used to camping out. We can rough it without heat for a couple of nights.”

“Wiring’s iffy too,” Jack added. “Haven’t had a chance to have it fixed. Might not be safe.” The words hung in the air a moment.

Ash took in a breath. “Seeing as we already paid for two rooms for two nights, I think we’ll take our chances, if that’s okay.”

He seemed to consider, then nodded. “Suit yourself,” he said. He turned and went back to his table.

“Way to run a business,” Mal whispered to Ash. “Trying to kick out your only two customers?”

Ash shook off the chill she felt—not from the draft coming in through the door and windows, but from the man’s obvious warning: Might not be safe.

The waitress came back and dropped off two beers. She set the mugs down hard, the glass clacking against the table, the beer spilling over, then turned and walked away without a word.

Mal picked up his glass and Ashley clinked hers against his. “To the warm hospitality of Boone’s Ferry,” he said with a mischievous grin.

“May it comfort us through the cold nights at Deer Run,” she added.

They took long sips of their beers.

“I still can’t believe Endicott’s house has been in the family all this time.” Mal was rolling up his napkin now. “That Gram never mentioned it.”

“Yeah, I still can’t get my head around it,” Ash admitted.

“Kind of makes you wonder, huh?” Mal said. “I mean, what else wasn’t she telling us?”

Ash thought of her mother’s letter: I came here to find the truth that you’ve worked so hard to hide from me.

“So where is it again?” Malcolm asked, setting down his mug. “The house?”

“Right on Main Street. Number 84.”

“We must have driven right by it on the way in! Did you see it? Did you notice?”

Ashley shook her head. “I was too busy trying to navigate.”

“Let’s go take a look. Right after dinner,” he said. “We can knock on the door, meet this Josephine Banks lady.”

“Let’s do it.” She tried to sound confident. This was why she’d come after all, wasn’t it?

So why did she feel such a sense of dread, her whole body thrumming, telling her to get out of town?

She kept scanning the tavern, searching the shadows, half expecting her bloodied mother to be there in the corner, watching. But the only ones watching were the four men, who kept looking their way but pretending not to.

“There’s something I need to tell you,” she said, keeping her voice low. Mal leaned forward, his excitement now tempered with concern.

“What is it?”

“You know when we just talked with Lorelei and she told us about the fire that destroyed the town hall?”

He nodded.

“That fire happened on the very next day after Mom wrote that letter to Gram. She was probably still here.”

Mal was quiet for a few seconds. “Huh. Well, that’s a strange coincidence.” He ran his finger over the condensation on his mug of beer.

“Coincidence?” Ashley almost laughed.

“So what are you saying? That Mom had something to do with the fire?” He flashed her a look of concern, a you’re not having crazy thoughts again, are you kind of look.

“I have no idea, but it’s weird, right?”

He shook his head. “You’ve gotta stop trying to solve riddles that don’t exist, making things more complicated than they need to be. It seems like she came to Boone’s Ferry a few days before…” He trailed off. “Which you have to admit is not likely to cheer anybody up. There’s no big conspiracy or mystery. It’s just a shitty, heartbreaking thing that happened.”

Mal reached out his hand for hers.

She pulled her hand away. “No. You believe what you want. But I can’t believe Mom would—”

“Maybe you didn’t know her as well as you thought you did,” Mal interrupted. “Maybe none of us did.”

The waitress arrived with their burgers, dropping them off unceremoniously. The burgers looked good, and the plates were piled high with homemade potato chips. But Ashley, who had been starving an hour ago, no longer had much of an appetite. She looked up at the photo of the horse-drawn cart above their table, her eyes glazed with tears, and realized she’d been so focused on the blurry driver that she hadn’t noticed the contents of the wagon.

There, draped across the back of it, was a dead horse, black or dark brown with a white spot on its face, its head tilted at an unnatural angle, hanging off the edge of the wagon.
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Strangers. Strangers had come to town. Too early for hunters. Late leaf peepers, maybe? A couple out for a fall drive, an authentic New England experience? Disappointed to find they’d arranged the trip too late, that the trees were bare?

Could be.

But he didn’t think so.

These didn’t feel like your average tourists (not that many came out to Boone’s Ferry, not unless they were lost anyway).

No, they weren’t tourists. He was sure. It was the way they were hunched over the table, talking seriously. The woman, she looked worried, frightened, even. Her eyes kept darting around the room like she was expecting someone or something to come jumping out at her.

It felt important, them being here. Him seeing them. Like that was why he was in the pub, right now, at this moment. It was to see them.

Had they been sent here? Sent here to help him with his plan? To help him save the girl? Stop the knackerman?

Or were they just going to make everything worse, throw a wrench in the works?

Willy looked up, over the door to the kitchen, saw Denise on the old wall phone in there, talking animatedly. She had her eye on the strangers the whole time.

Willy knew exactly what she was doing. Sounding the alarm. The whole town, it was connected like one big web. Denise was just giving one of the threads a little tug, but that little tug would be felt all over town. Soon everyone would know about the strangers. Hell, they probably already did. The phone lines were probably buzzing as soon as an unfamiliar car was spotted coming over the pass and down Main Street.

Willy finished the last of his burger, wiped his bearded chin with a paper napkin. Then he sucked down his bourbon, slid off the barstool.

“Thanks for the drinks, boys,” he said, nodding at the others.

“Anytime, Sad Willy,” they all said, and he could tell they meant it.

Real polite. Kind, even.

Everyone in town felt bad for Willy, bad enough to buy him a drink when he asked, keep him supplied with tobacco, drop food off for him if he started looking thin.

Would they still if they knew the truth? If they knew what he’d done?

Willy walked by the table the two strangers were sitting at but was only able to catch one word: coincidence.

He took that as a sign.

“Coincidence,” he repeated to himself as he walked away from the pub, down to his camp by the river. “Coincidence.”

It bobbed around in his brain like a ping-pong ball going back and forth, back and forth.

Sometimes, like now, he talked to his wife. Back in his old life, he knew if something was troubling him, he just needed to bring it to Anna, to talk it over with her and she’d help him make sense of it.

“What do you think, Anna, is it a coincidence?”

Was it just a coincidence that these people had come to town now, when the mark had been left on the Fitzpatricks’ door?

The first mark that had been left in two years.

He thought back to that day, and he could still feel the heat of the fire on his skin, hear his wife screaming as she fell through the floor.

No such thing as coincidence, Anna whispered softly in his ear now, her breath chilling him.

And she was right.

Anna was always right.

There was no such thing as coincidence.

Not in Boone’s Ferry.

So it was also no coincidence that when he got back to his camp sometime later, he found a brand-new unopened bottle of Old Crow bourbon waiting for him, a crisp twenty-dollar bill beneath it.

He knew who it was from.

And he knew exactly what it meant.

What he should do, he told himself, was take that bottle and smash it. Take the twenty bucks and leave it on one of the picnic tables outside the factory for someone else to find. A symbolic gesture to say he was done with the whole thing.

But when he hefted the bottle of Old Crow by the neck, he felt that old, constant thirst, the thirst that could never be quenched, the thirst that made him ache to his very bones.

The crow on the label looked at him, turned its head a little. Just a sip. Just one sip, it said in its raspy bird tongue.

He cracked the top, put his lips to the neck, and drank.

The warmth flooded into him, and as he drank he promised himself, promised the crow, promised Anna, that he wouldn’t forget his plan, his big idea. He wouldn’t let them down.
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March 13, 1919

The sun was coming up behind the mountains to the east, making the gunmetal-gray sky glow a watery orange. I followed Uncle Thomas, Benjamin Stoddard, and Luther St. James along the narrow road up Saw Meadow Hill leading to the knackerman’s place. Luther had been before and knew the way.

Though I’d lived in Boone’s Ferry all my life, I’d never ventured up Saw Meadow Hill. I knew the knackerman lived up there alone on the outskirts of town for a reason. There was talk that he had metal traps set out in the woods around his cabin, that he would greet visitors with a shotgun blast. Some said he’d trained the crows to watch from high up in the trees, to sound the alarm if anyone came up the hill. Few people, other than the determined Reverend Davies and his flock, ever dared to pay him a visit.

As I slogged uphill through the snow following the men, the thought occurred to me that perhaps the knackerman and I were not so different. Neither of us fit into the world we inhabited.

The knackerman and I were tolerated, and I suppose that was enough, the best we could hope for; we were bound by the invisible strings of our otherness. We each knew what it was to feel distrustful eyes on us, to hear the questioning and even cruel remarks as we left the room. The children didn’t run and hide when they saw me coming, but they did sometimes stare and whisper, skip away tittering.

And now here I was, part of the hunting party.

I knew full well that even with Uncle Thomas and myself there to try to stop them, the other men would shoot the knackerman on sight if we found him at home.

Benjamin had ordered the factory closed so that the men could help search for Clarice, Emile, and the knackerman. Michael Knapp had led a group of men to search the north side of town and the woods behind the St. James farm. Another group was searching out by Chickering Pond. Other men stayed in the village, armed and patrolling, keeping the women and children safe. Chauncey had wanted to come up the hill with us, but Benjamin said no. “Do me a favor, son,” he’d asked. “Go back to my house. Pearl is there alone. Stay with her. Keep her safe.”

As Chauncey shouldered his rifle and turned to leave, he glanced my way with a quick smirk. I bit the now-ragged inside of my cheek, the metallic tang of blood mixing with saliva.

I envisioned doing terrible things to Chauncey. Unspeakably terrible things that involved sharp scalpels and suture needles.

Now I trudged up the hill, feet slipping in the slushy snow. The air was cold and my breath came out in moist clouds. A low fog hung in the valley, keeping the cold trapped in. During the spring, it usually did not burn off until midday, if then. Sometimes, like now, I felt as if the fog were a living thing, pressing down on us, creeping in through cracks in doors and windows, slipping through gaps in coats and sleeves, shrouding the whole town in cold and damp, a quiet hush that wasn’t truly quiet; if you listened hard enough, there were whispers in the fog.

Spirits, some of the older women in town said. I remember when I was young, Charlotte Albone looking at the thick fog outside and saying it was a good day for the dead to come prowling.

And what of the knackerman? Was he a spirit of a sort? A dead man walking through the fog?

I shivered at the thought of it, pulled my hat down over my ears, and wrapped my scarf around them so I would not hear any whispers.

The knackerman could not have been truly dead, I told myself. His heartbeat must have been too faint for Uncle Thomas and me to hear.

I thought of the frogs and toads that burrowed deep into the mud each winter, barely alive, in a sort of suspended animation until the warmth of spring. Perhaps it was the same with the knackerman, with Clarice and Emile too.

Part of the sickness, I told myself.

But what sort of sickness mimicked death so closely, made people attack each other, run naked through the snow?

I longed to turn back; every fiber of my being was telling me to run back down the hill, go home and lock the door.

I reached for the charm around my neck, realizing how foolish it was: How was a little silver eye going to protect me from whatever was waiting at the top of the hill?

We were following two sets of prints, both barefoot. One of the sets was smaller.

“Clarice,” Benjamin said as he looked down at them with his one good eye. “He’s taken her.” He pointed to the much larger footprints beside them.

I peered down at the footprints in the snow, and though I am no expert tracker, I saw no sign of a struggle, no sign of Clarice being dragged. I did, however, see drops of red blood in the snow, like frozen flowers blooming.

Luther led the way up the hill, through trees draped in a blanket of heavy wet snow, bent down, forming a dense canopy over the road. It was like walking through a tunnel. The snow and fog muffled everything.

I tried to imagine walking barefoot through the snow, how it would be so cold, then your feet would grow numb. Then frostbite would set in. I remembered when Gerard Pipp got lost in the woods last winter—by the time he found his way back, his fingers and toes were frostbitten. Despite my uncle’s attempt to save them, the tissue turned black and he had to have four fingers and three toes amputated. I’d disposed of the blackened fingers and toes in the burn pile, tossing them into the hot fire, where they popped and sputtered.

The tunnel of trees seemed to get closer, darker, as we climbed the hill.

The path was just wide enough for a wagon to get down. I doubted an automobile could ever make it up even on the finest summer day. Whoever ventured here would need to be on foot or horse.

I thought of the knackerman, of his trips down the hill into town with his horses and cart, pulling a load of dead animals back up on his return. I’d once seen him load his cart with a draft horse from the Prichard place. It had taken five men to get the beast onto the wagon. How, I wondered, did the knackerman unload him once he got home? The answer dawned on me as I recalled the rattling knives, cleavers, and saws that adorned his cart. I couldn’t help but imagine how the knackerman might butcher a horse: sawing off each limb, beheading the animal at the lowest point of the neck. Opening its rib cage and abdomen, removing the organs and entrails, perhaps saving the heart for last, still warm in his hands.

I held still, listening, sure I could hear voices far off that drifted down the hill like whispers, like wind through the trees.

The whispers turning into a rasping caw, caw, caw.

A crow sounding the alarm.

“He knows we’re coming,” I said aloud, surprising myself, not sure where this thought had come from.

The woods opened up at last and we found ourselves in a large clearing.

“This is it,” said Luther.

We stood out in the open and I could feel it: eyes watching us. I spun around, searching for some sign of life, of movement. My skin tingled, every hair raised: danger, my body warned, danger.

The men walked in circles, aiming their rifles at nothing. They felt it too.

“They’re here somewhere,” Luther whispered.

The fog moved in swirling drifts around us, muffling sound.

There was a simple cabin built from hand-hewn logs with an outhouse behind it. On the west side was a small stable, on the east side a large, three-sided pole barn. Just in front of the barn, a massive cast-iron vat hung by chains from a rough frame made of heavy wooden posts. Beneath it, the remnants of a fire.

I followed the men into the open barn, Luther leading, his rifle up, ready to shoot. Benjamin followed, moving with the slow and rigid gait of a man in pain. In the middle of the barn was a large, heavy table stained brown from years of blood, splatters of newer, crimson blood on top. Flies gathered there, bodies thick and shimmering green, feeding on the fresh gore.

A cowhide was stretched across the back wall, several raccoon and fox pelts nailed beside it; another pile of skins lay in a corner. On the left wall hung a row of tools—terrible-looking things: long knives and scrapers, saws for bone. The place smelled of rotten flesh, blood, of suffering. Bile rose in my throat and I pulled my scarf up over my nose to stifle the smell. There was a heap of bones on the floor: femurs and skulls, bits of gristle still clinging to them. To the left of this, flies buzzed around an iron kettle. I made the mistake of peering down into it: a pile of putrid flesh, mostly stringy bits of white fat, seemed to wiggle and writhe as though alive. But it wasn’t the flesh moving on its own: it was teeming with plump white maggots, feeding on the rancid meat.

The footprints in the snow led into the open barn, then out again and over to the horse stable. We all followed the tracks. The doors to the stable were open, the stalls empty of livestock. The knackerman’s cart was still in town. The stable was dark, windowless. Luther found a lantern hanging and got it down, lit it, and carried it toward the back.

The stable was surprisingly tidy, hay bedding covering the dirt floor. Leather harnesses and brushes hung on the wall.

“Here!” Luther called. He was in the farthest stall at the end of the stable. There were sheepskins laid over the hay, a tangle of blankets on top. Still clutching the lantern, Luther leaned down, laid his open palm upon it.

“Still warm,” he said. There were bloodstains on the yellow-white wool. As I approached, I was sure I could smell the acrid and sweet scent the sickness gave off, as if it were trapped in the makeshift bed. Behind it was another smell, also faint but distinct: fresh blood, bowels—the smell of slaughter that had filled the open barn.

It was a strange place for a person to sleep, especially when the cabin was right across the yard. But there were clear indentations and warmth from bodies that had recently lain there.

It was more like a nest than a human bed.

A place for animals to sleep.

“My God,” Benjamin croaked as he pulled back a pile of hay in the corner of the stall, saw what was hidden under it. I didn’t fully comprehend what I was seeing at first, but understood it was where part of the odor was coming from. As Benjamin took the lantern from Luther and brought it closer, I tried to make sense of it: the blood and fur, torn flesh and shiny bone. Then I saw the horns and understood that it was the carcass of a goat. The creature had been ravaged, its flesh torn from its body, entrails pulled out and left in a heap like a slick messily coiled rope.

“What animal did this?” Benjamin asked, reeling backward.

“Coyote?” I suggested. “A pack of them perhaps.”

Luther leaned down, peered at the pulpy mass, and retrieved a long curved knife with a handle stained with blood. “Wasn’t an animal,” he said. “He did this. Recently, too. The poor creature is still warm, the blood flowing.”

Something stirred behind us, made a high-pitched keening sound.

Luther shouldered his rifle, spun around, finger on the trigger.

We all turned in unison with him.

The sound, a frantic squeal now, was coming from behind the closed door of the stall opposite us.

Then it stopped.

The stable was silent, all of us holding our breath, staring at the stall door.

Luther crept over, gun raised, and kicked open the door to the stall. Benjamin was behind him, holding the lantern to help illuminate whatever they might find.

I braced myself, imagining the knackerman, Emile, and Mrs. Stoddard there, crouched like animals, faces wet with blood, hands slippery with entrails as they fed on another goat.

Luther shook his head, barked out a nervous laugh. “Only a dog.”

Letting out the breath I’d been holding, I went over and saw a young dog with shaggy black fur cowering in the corner. It wore a wide leather collar—clearly the knackerman’s handiwork. I held out my hand, and the dog came closer, ears back, tail tucked between her legs.

I pulled out the biscuit my aunt had made me take when we left the house and tore off a bit, which the dog ate greedily. “You seem hungry, girl.” I fed her the rest. When it was gone, she licked my fingers clean. I tried to pet her, but she flinched and retreated, keeping her eyes on me.

“Where’s your master?” I asked her.

I wondered what she’d seen to spook her so.

“Where the hell is he? Where is Clarice?” Benjamin demanded now. He was pale, breathing heavily, his face damp with perspiration. Was it the flickering light from the kerosene lantern he held or was his skin taking on a yellow coloring?

We left the stable, and followed the footprints to the cabin next.

Luther pulled open the heavy door and stepped inside, aiming his gun at the shadows.

Benjamin stumbled in behind him. “Not here.” He was struggling to form full sentences now. Uncle Thomas and I proceeded to join them in the cabin. With the door open and the two large windows, the cabin was better lit than the stable had been. It was a single room with a table and one chair, a bed with a wooden frame and a sheepskin laid upon it. A bearskin rug was spread out on the floor. Hooks by the door held a soiled shirt, a wide-brimmed hat. There was a small woodstove in the corner with a pot and a coffee kettle on it; beside it a shelf holding a few simple housewares. A broom hung from a nail on the wall. The wide plank floors were clean, and the cabin smelled pleasantly of woodsmoke and pipe tobacco.

Again we heard whimpering. I turned to see that the little shaggy dog had followed us. She was right behind me now, watching from the open doorway, head cocked, hesitant to come inside.

“Clarice!” Benjamin called, stumbling back out into the yard, his voice high, desperate.

We tried to make sense of the footprints all around the yard, crisscrossing, going this way and that. Luther studied them, said, “I think this is more than two people, but I can’t be sure.”

“Maybe Emile is with them?” Uncle Thomas added. He stood, holding his medical bag, frowning at the tracks in the snow. The sun had come up behind the hill but was weak, filtered through heavy clouds and thick fog.

Luther frowned down at the tracks. “Maybe he’s leading them.”

Benjamin blinked at him. “Leading them? I can’t imagine my Clarice following that man anywhere.”

“Maybe she’s not your Clarice anymore,” Luther said. “Maybe she’s his.”

Benjamin gritted his teeth, made a fist, and raised his arm as if to strike Luther.

“Luther,” Uncle Thomas said, stepping between the two men. “That’s a great deal of supposition, and I find it highly unlikely that—”

“They’re roaming the town like a pack of mad dogs,” Luther said, getting strident now. “Demons haunting the woods.”

“It’s my wife you’re talking about,” Benjamin said, stepping forward, arm down but hand still clenched.

“Is she?” Luther was getting louder. “Is she still? Or is she something else? Has she too risen from the dead? Does her heart still beat in her chest or is something else propelling her on?”

“Enough, Luther!” Uncle Thomas’s voice was raised now.

Without a word, Benjamin moved to the thick woods at the eastern edge of the property, and started down a small path there. He moved somewhat drunkenly, his steps unsure. The jumbled tracks did seem to head that way, so we followed him. The dog came along, nudging at my hand. From time to time I stopped to give her reassuring scratches behind the ears. “Out of biscuits, I’m afraid.” The dog followed anyway.

We walked for forty minutes or so, following the tracks down the snow-covered path. It was well used, the branches cut back. The temperature was finally warming, the sun breaking through the clouds.

The path, and the tracks following it, led to the back side of the factory, eerily silent with all the men out searching. I realized that the morning bell had not rung. The whole town marked the passage of time by the factory bells that tolled out three times a day Monday through Friday, and the church bell that rang each Sunday at ten.

The bare footprints in the snow went back down Main Street, but were soon lost, muddied and stepped on by others. We followed them as best we could back through town and to the little road that we’d already followed up the hill to the knackerman’s place. Discouraged, we doubled back to the pub. As we made our way back through town, I noticed plates of food and bottles of ale and rum left out on the front steps of several homes. Some plates even held coins.

“What is all this?” I asked.

“They’re for the knackerman,” Luther explained. “Seems some folks are thinking that if they leave him something, he won’t bother their family. Won’t bewitch any of them.”

My uncle’s jaw tightened, but he said nothing.

We were met outside the pub by the group of men led by Michael Knapp. Reverend Davies was with him, along with Bert Osbourne and a dozen or so men who worked at the clothespin factory.

“Any sign?” asked Michael.

“He’s been up at his place recently,” Uncle Thomas said. “Emile and Mrs. Stoddard too, it seems. No one is there now, though. We followed the tracks back down the hill.”

“They’re going in circles,” Benjamin added, exasperated.

“But why?” asked Michael. “What does it mean? What are they doing?”

“Trying to trick us,” Luther spat. “To tire us out so we’ll be weak when they attack.”

“Attack?” Uncle Thomas said.

“Always knew something wasn’t right about the man,” Michael said.

Bert nodded. “My Jimmy, he swears he saw him high up in a tree once, too high a place for a man to climb, up there at the top, swaying in the moonlight.”

“And wasn’t it just after he sharpened Mrs. Prigget’s knives that she and her daughters took ill in July?” Michael said.

Uncle Thomas interjected, “The Prigget household had a simple, though severe, case of summer diarrhea, and all four recovered with rest and—”

The men ignored him.

“And Old Man Dunn’s crops failed right after the knackerman shod his horses, isn’t that right?” Lester Styles spoke up from the crowd. He was a burly, bearded man who worked as a logger in the winters. He’d lost his wife and baby daughter to the flu, and my uncle and I had spent hours in his home, trying to save them. “My wife, she used to bake him pies. Felt sorry for him.” He spat in the snow.

The dog paced nervously, watching each of us, wondering what we might do next.

“The devil is a trickster—he wears many faces,” Luther said, looking up at the hills surrounding town, the acres of forest.

Was it my imagination, or was Benjamin watching me warily? Reverend Davies, too.

How easy would it be, I wondered, for them to declare me a devil too? Certainly, if word got out about Pearl and me, they’d say I had the devil in me and had managed to possess poor, innocent Pearl as well.

I imagined myself running through the trees, being hunted by men I’d known my whole life, the grown boys I’d once played with in those same woods, battling invisible enemies with stick guns and swords.

“Luther, may I remind you—” Uncle Thomas began, but he was cut off by Reverend Davies.

“And Jesus asked, ‘What is your name?’ and the man replied, ‘I am legion, for we are many.’ ”

A shiver seemed to go through the small crowd of men. Murmuring. Someone said a prayer.

“God save us,” Michael Knapp said. “The devil has come to Boone’s Ferry.”
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Eighty-four Main Street was a handsome two-story New England–style house with the clapboards freshly painted white, black shutters, and tidy gardens.

“Holy shit,” Malcolm breathed as they stood on the sidewalk facing the house. “This is it, Ash! The house from my visions! The one I saw again and again when I was down in Peru, the place I still dream about.”

Ashley took in a breath. She considered telling her brother that there were millions of white houses that looked like this one, probably thousands in Vermont alone, but instead all she said was, “Wow.”

“I know you don’t believe me, but I swear this is it.” He chewed his lip, and she watched his eyes seem to open wider and wider. “This is a sign, Ash! Oh man, things are falling into place. This is where we’re supposed to open the bed-and-breakfast! You can run the kitchen, do all the food. We can have a big garden out back—something that would make Gram proud, and we’ll serve veggies we raise and grow right here.” He was talking fast, the words all running together.

“Mal, I’m not really interested in running a kitchen. I’m still thinking about going back to school. And who’s going to be the clientele, exactly?”

He frowned. “But you were there, in my visions. Maybe—”

“There’s also the fact that there’s a woman living in the house and we can’t legally kick her out.”

“Maybe she’d love the idea of the bed-and-breakfast. Maybe she’d want to help!”

Ash ran her hand over her face. “Let’s just go meet her, okay? Check out the house. And absolutely no mention of the bed-and-breakfast. That might really freak her out, you know?”

Malcolm gave a reluctant nod, and they started down the brick path that led to the front door.

Ashley glanced off to the left, toward the center of town, just in time to see a figure step off the sidewalk, disappear behind a row of tall hedges.

Her skin went cold and the breath got stuck in her chest.

The dark hair, the long tan coat.

She was watching. Following them.

She’s not real, Ash reminded herself, turning away.

Malcolm pointed to the old, faded sign just beneath the house number: DR. THOMAS ENDICOTT, PHYSICIAN AND SURGEON. “Wow, look at that.” He was almost giddy.

He knocked; his knuckles had barely made contact with the door when it was whisked open, as if they were expected.

The smell of lily-of-the-valley perfume—sweet and cloying, but underneath it a bitter tang—wafted through the front door the old woman held open. The scent reminded Ash of something, a spice Gram had used from time to time. All at once, the smell brought a memory back:

Gram sewing her a little stuffed cat when she was a girl, made from red calico fabric with button eyes and stitched-on whiskers. When Ash put the stuffed cat to her face to give it a kiss, she’d smelled bitter, pungent herbs and wrinkled her nose. “She’s a magic cat,” Gram had told her. “She’s here to watch over you, to keep you safe.” Ash blinked the memory away, wondering what had happened to that little cat, if it was packed away in a box somewhere.

“Yes?” the old woman asked now, pulling Ash back to the present, one wrinkled hand on the door as she eyed them suspiciously. Her eyes moved from Ash to Malcolm and stayed there. She took a step back as though frightened by this strange man who’d suddenly turned up at her door.

Ash would put her close to Gram’s age. She was a tiny woman, all sunken in. She wore cat’s-eye glasses with heavy black frames and glittering rhinestones at the corners. Draped over her tiny body was a heavy pea-green cardigan with tissues tucked into the sleeves (an old-lady habit Gram had too—just the sight of it made Ash’s throat tight).

“Hi there, I’m Ashley Flanders,” Ash began. “Charlotte Demer’s granddaughter,” she added, hoping the name would be the key that would let them inside. “This is my brother, Malcolm. We’re looking for Josephine Banks?”

This got a warm smile that showed a full, perfect set of pearly white dentures that looked far too big for her tiny face. “Oh my goodness, yes! I’m Josephine, of course! Did Charlie send you?”

Charlie? Ashley had never heard her grandmother called Charlie. Everyone back home called her Charlotte or Mrs. Demer. No one would dream of calling her Charlie. She and Malcolm shared a puzzled look.

“Not exactly,” Ashley said. “But we have some news. May we come in?”

“Of course, dear. Of course! Mind you, I wasn’t expecting visitors, so the place isn’t all that tidy.”

“We don’t mind at all,” Ashley assured her as she stepped inside.

To the right, an open door revealed a room full of furniture: a desk, a glass-fronted cabinet, some chairs, and what looked to be an old exam table. Was it possible that some of their great-grandfather’s things were still in the house? She looked back at Malcolm to see him peering into the room, eyes wide.

They turned left into a crowded sitting room stuffed with old furniture—and dolls. Hundreds of the little dolls she’d seen at Lorelei’s house and at the pub. They covered shelves, tables, and even the arms of chairs. Any available space had been taken over. Ashley could feel all the tiny, unblinking eyes watching them. She thought of Gulliver surrounded by Lilliputians.

Ash reflexively picked one up. Upon closer inspection, she realized that each doll was made from a wooden clothespin, the old-fashioned kind carved from one piece of wood with a round knob on top, no metal or springs. The two wooden prongs at the bottom formed the dolls’ legs, their faces were painted onto the little knob, and their arms were made from bits of wire wrapped around their bodies. Each wore a tiny cloth outfit. Some had yarn hair, some had hair painted on.

“Please sit,” Josephine said, looking down at the doll in Ash’s hand. “Can I get you anything? Lemonade? Tea?”

“No thank you,” Ashley said.

“Perhaps you’d like a bit of brandy?” the old woman said with a smile, looking at Malcolm.

“That’s very kind, but we’ve just come from the pub,” Mal told her.

Ashley and Malcolm sat together on a love seat while Josephine took a rocking chair across from them.

“Did you make all of these dolls?” Ashley asked, setting down the one she was holding to trade for another. A woman with dark hair and eyes, a green felt coat with a tiny button. The detail was impressive: round pink cheeks, tiny painted lips, blue eyes with delicate lashes. Ash couldn’t believe Josephine had such good eyes and a steady hand.

“Oh yes,” she said proudly. “It’s my tribute to those who are gone.”

“Gone?” Mal asked.

“I’ve made a doll here after each person in town who has passed on.”

“You’re kidding.” Malcolm stood up, started inspecting the rows of dolls on the shelves.

“I’ve got figures going back for generations. They’re all grouped according to family. It’s sort of a town museum, in a way.”

“Very cool!” Malcolm said. “And these are the names and dates, here on the cards taped underneath the dolls?” He picked up a doll with a baseball cap and flannel shirt. The card under it read: Jules Benoit, 1959–2009.

“Yes, dear. To help me keep track.”

“Did the clothespins come from the factory in town?” Ashley asked.

“Why, yes, of course!” Josephine chirped. “My husband, Leo, worked at the factory. He used to bring them to me. Ones with little flaws, the ones they weren’t supposed to sell. At first I made Christmas ornaments with them: little angels with crepe paper wings. Then I started making them as sympathy gifts. I did them for friends and family, then I had the idea to create a doll for every Boone’s Ferry resident who has departed this world for the next. The children love it! They come to look all the time. Their favorite thing is always to try to find their grandparents, great-grandparents. It’s a way to keep the past alive to them, to help them see where they come from.

“After my dear Leo passed, some of the men, they started putting clothespins aside for me. I get plenty. More than I can actually use these days.” She rubbed her hands. “The arthritis bothers me, and I’ve already gone back several generations, back to the founding of the town. And thankfully, we don’t have all that many deaths each year.”

Mal smiled at her. “They’re exquisite,” he said. “A wonderful tribute.”

“I have ones of your great-grandfather and great-grandmother here somewhere,” she said. “I’ll show you before you leave.”

“We’d love that,” Ash said with a smile.

The old woman’s eyes went back to Malcolm. Then she leaned forward and patted him on the knee. “I can’t believe it. It’s so wonderful to meet you.”

“It’s good to meet you too,” Mal said.

“So what brings you out all this way to visit?” Josephine asked.

“Mrs. Banks, I’m afraid we have bad news,” Malcolm said.

“Is that so?”

He leaned toward her, said in a soft voice, “I’m so sorry to tell you, but our grandmother has passed away.”

The woman seemed to jolt a bit. “Oh no,” she said. “Oh dear.”

“I want to assure you that there won’t be any trouble with you staying on in the house as our grandmother arranged,” Ashley said quickly. “The ownership has passed on to Malcolm and me, but everything else will stay just as it is.” She shot a warning look at her brother in case he was thinking of jumping in with any mention of a bed-and-breakfast.

“Poor Charlie. Was she ill?”

“No,” Ash said. “It was quite sudden. She died at home one night, after we’d had a nice family dinner.”

Josephine nodded. “The way we all want to go out in the end, isn’t it?”

“Were you two… were you close?” Ashley asked.

Josephine shook her head, looked away from them both. “No, not really.” She was quiet a moment. “Our mothers knew each other. My mother took care of the house when Margaret and Charlotte were in Boston. I grew up here. Then, after Leo and I were married, we kept on living here. We raised our family here.”

Ashley nodded. Gram’s arrangement made a little more sense now. She wouldn’t want the house left empty, and letting someone who knew the place, who had grown up there, the daughter of her mother’s close friend, stay and take care of the house seemed a reasonable solution.

There was so much she wanted to know, so much she wanted to understand. She imagined Josephine must know things about Thomas and Margaret Endicott if her mother had been a close friend of Margaret’s. But one question moved to the forefront, shadowing all the others.

“Mrs. Banks,” Ashley said. “Did our mother ever come visit you?”

The old woman squinted at Ashley. “Your mother?”

“Charlotte’s daughter, Louise.” Ashley pulled the photo out of her purse and showed it to Josephine.

“No. I’m afraid not. I heard Charlie had had a daughter, but I never had the chance to meet her.”

“You’re sure?”

“Quite sure, dear.” She smiled. “My memory isn’t that bad!”

Surely if their mother had come to Boone’s Ferry in search of family history, a visit to the old family homestead would’ve been her first stop. Ashley’s head was pounding. She needed to get some air and think. To leave this stuffy room with the strange bitter, medicinal smell.

What was that smell?

“Well, we’ve had a long day of traveling and I’m done in,” Ash said, standing. “It was so nice to meet you, Mrs. Banks. Thank you for letting us visit.”

Malcolm gave her a puzzled we’re leaving already? look, but rose from his seat as well.

“How long are you two in town?” Josephine asked.

“Just a couple of days,” Ashley said.

Josephine turned to Malcolm, put a hand on his arm. “I hate to ask, dear, but I wonder if you would mind helping me with a few things around the house while you’re here? The storm windows need to be put up. And there’s a loose shutter in the back. A sink that won’t stop dripping. It’s an old house, and I’m just not able to keep up with it like I once was. There are men and boys from town who offer to help, but I hate to be a pest. I’m happy to pay you a fair wage for any work you do, of course.”

“He’d love to help,” Ashley answered. “And you don’t need to pay him. As the new owners, we’re responsible for the upkeep of the place. Isn’t that right, Malcolm?”

Her brother flashed the old woman a warm smile. “Of course. I’m happy to help.”

“You come back tomorrow morning, then. I’ll make blueberry muffins. Can’t have you working on an empty stomach, can we?”

“I’ll be here. Ten o’clock okay?”

“Perfect,” she said. “I can’t thank you enough.”

They started moving out of the room.

“One more thing,” Ashley said. “Do you happen to know who Frankie O’Massey was? I saw his name on some papers Gram had.”

Josephine smiled. “Frankie was an orphan girl, a distant relative, a second or third cousin of Margaret’s, I believe? Anyway, Margaret and Thomas took her in. This was back before Charlie was born. Your great-grandfather was teaching her medicine. She became his assistant.”

“Do you know what happened to her?”

Josephine frowned. “I do believe she died with the others when the flu hit.”

Ashley nodded. “Maybe her headstone is in the cemetery. We’ll look.”

“Frances O’Massey. That was her given name. My older brothers told me stories about her—she was kind of what you’d call an odd duck. Wore her uncle’s cast-off clothing. Smoked a pipe and drank brandy with the men.”

Ashley smiled, wishing she could have met Frankie. “Sounds like she was ahead of her time.”

“I suppose you’re right, dear.”

Malcolm had started moving toward the front door, and was studying the clothespin dolls on an end table.

“Mrs. Banks,” he called, “what’s this?” He was holding one of the figures in his hand. But this one was different. It was taller than the others, as if the little wooden prongs had been extended, and wore a long patchwork coat. Instead of the round top of the clothespin representing the doll’s head, white clay had been sculpted into the shape of a skull. The skull (Ash hoped she was mistaken here) of a horse, with red pits for eyes and large teeth.

“That?” Josephine said with an embarrassed, girlish giggle. “That’s the knackerman.”

“Knackerman?” Ashley asked, not sure if she’d heard correctly.

“Oh, it’s just an old story. Something the children tell each other. They say”—she lowered her voice—“that he lives in the woods outside of town. That he was to blame for the great flu, for any hardship the town has undergone since.”

Malcolm turned the doll in his hand.

“But it’s just a story,” Josephine said, smiling a huge, tooth-baring smile. “Pure horsefeathers.”

And she sounded so much like Gram then that Ashley’s legs felt weak and she reached for her brother to steady herself.
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March 13, 1919

We searched all day for Clarice, Emile, and the knackerman, but had no luck. The tracks meandered through the town and woods, then up the hill, blending with our own footprints. The day had warmed, turning the snow soft and slushy, making the tracks more difficult to read.

Boone’s Ferry is surrounded by hills covered in dense woods for miles in all directions—the three of them could have gone anywhere. Or perhaps they had succumbed to their illness and were lying dead in the snow.

Throughout the day, more offerings appeared on front steps: bottles of rum and hard cider, cakes and pies. And women hung horseshoes and little bundles of dried herbs over their front doors: charms to ward off evil. Some painted sigils or eyes on their doors. My uncle shook his head at the foolishness while I felt for my own secret charm hidden beneath my shirts.

The knackerman’s dog had followed me all day, and unsure of what to do with her, I’d dropped her off with Aunt Margaret, who seemed delighted.

“Aife!” she’d cried.

I’d given her a puzzled look.

“Is that her name?”

Aunt Margaret nodded. “He told us. When we visited with Reverend Davies. The dog greeted us, took far more interest in us than the knackerman did.” She’d turned to the dog. “Poor thing’s soaked.”

“Hungry too,” I told her.

My aunt clasped her hands at the bottom of her belly, twisting the ring on her finger. “I’ll make her a bed in front of the kitchen stove. I’ve got some meat scraps and a bit of broth for her,” she’d said, leading the dog into the warm house.

Benjamin was having an increasingly difficult time as the day wore on. At last Uncle Thomas insisted the three of us go back to the Stoddards’ house. Other search parties continued on with lanterns in the growing darkness. Uncle Thomas, Benjamin, and I arrived back at the house exhausted and soaked. Benjamin Stoddard was sweating profusely and shivering with fever. I could smell the sweet, cloying odor coming from his breath and skin.

“How are you feeling?” Uncle Thomas asked, trying to keep the rising panic from his voice.

“Fine. I feel fine. Let me change my clothes, then we can go out again and look for Clarice.” He went to open his front door and found it locked. He patted his pocket for a key and discovered he didn’t have one. Looking frustrated, he knocked on his own door, and when there was no immediate answer, he pounded with his fist. The door swung open, Chauncey greeting us with the rifle in his hands.

“Mr. Stoddard,” he exclaimed. “You’re back.”

“Pearl?” Benjamin asked as he took a staggering step inside, leaning hard against the wall.

“She’s fine. Resting. I insisted she lie down for a while—she’s exhausted.”

Uncle Thomas nodded. “As are we all,” he said. And just as he spoke the words, Benjamin Stoddard collapsed onto the floor. I was first to him, and he swiped my hand away when I reached for him, glared at me like I meant to harm him.

“I’m fine,” he said, grimacing. The rotten fruit smell was horrid up close, burning my nostrils, making me feel queer-headed, as if I’d been drinking a bad batch of homemade apple brandy.

Uncle Thomas and Chauncey helped Benjamin up. “Let’s get you to bed,” Uncle Thomas said.

“I’m going back out,” Benjamin said. “I’ve got to find Clarice.”

“You’re in no shape to go back out there,” Uncle Thomas said.

“I’ll go, sir,” Chauncey said.

“Let go of me!” Benjamin snapped, jerking himself free of the two men. His one unbandaged eye was yellow and frantic. His teeth bared.

“Benjamin!” Uncle Thomas yelled sharply.

The factory owner seemed to snap out of his agitated state. He let out a great sigh, and his shoulders slumped. “I know. It’s time. I can feel it coming on. The sickness.”

Chauncey said, “You’ll be fine, sir. The doctor will fix you up.” He looked at Thomas. “Won’t you?”

“Let’s get you upstairs,” Uncle Thomas said. The two men half carried Benjamin upstairs, as I followed.

“Frankie,” Uncle Thomas said once we were in Mr. Stoddard’s room, “I need dry nightclothes for Mr. Stoddard.” I nodded and turned to the dresser, began looking through the drawers.

“Chauncey, I need you to find extra blankets and rope.”

“Rope?”

“We’re going to tie him to the bed.”

“But we can’t—”

“Do as the doctor says,” Benjamin ordered.

“But, Mr. Stoddard, you can’t—”

“No matter what happens, no matter what I might say or do, you are to keep me tied to this bed and you are to keep Pearl away from me. Do you understand?”

Chauncey nodded, his eyes bewildered.

“Now do as he says and fetch some rope from the barn,” Benjamin ordered.

“Yes, sir.” Chauncey quickly turned and left the room.

“It’s coming,” Benjamin groaned. “The madness. I can feel it.”

“What does it feel like?” I asked, the words jumping out before I could stop them.

“Like going into a dark tunnel. The colors are changing. I can’t think the way I usually can. Can’t remember things properly. There is only what’s right in front of me, and I don’t like it. Whatever it is that’s waiting for me in that tunnel is bad. Very bad.”

His good eye was glassy, the white now a buttercup yellow.

“I hear things,” Benjamin said.

“What sort of things?” I asked.

“Whispers,” he said. “Far away but getting closer.”

Benjamin reached out a hand searing with heat and wrapped his fingers tightly around mine. “Promise me that you’ll keep looking for Clarice. You won’t give up.”

“I promise,” I said.

Uncle Thomas stood tall, placed a hand on Benjamin’s arm. “We are not giving up on anyone,” he said.

I turned my back while Thomas helped Benjamin out of his wet garments and dressed him in dry sleeping clothes.

Chauncey returned with the rope.

Together, the three of us bound Benjamin to the large maple-frame bed with thick hemp rope.

“Tighter,” he kept saying. “Make those knots as tight as you can.”

Chauncey left to go get a group of men together, a fresh search party.

“What do we do now?” I asked.

“We wait. We stay and watch Benjamin. Study and see what we can learn about the way the illness progresses.”

I nodded. “I’ll go down and see if I can find things to make coffee and a light supper.” We hadn’t eaten at all yet—and the truth was, I didn’t have an appetite, but I knew we were in for a long night and would need sustenance. On my way to the kitchen, I stopped by Pearl’s room, cracked open the door, saw my beloved fast asleep. I crept in on tiptoes, kissed her forehead gently. She stirred, but did not open her eyes. I slipped back out of the room, pulled the door closed, heard it latch with a click.



FOUR HOURS LATER, Benjamin was kicking, fighting his restraints, foaming at the mouth like a mad animal.

“Let me go!” he screamed. “Cut me loose!”

Pearl hurried into the room, hair a mess, dress wrinkled. “My God,” she said, looking from her father to Uncle Thomas, her furious eyes then landing on me. “What have you done to him?”

“We—” I started.

“Untie him at once!” Pearl cried, stepping forward and reaching for the closest knot. I grabbed her, wrapped my arms around her tightly, pulled her back.

“Don’t let them do this!” Benjamin yelled. “They’re killing me!”

Pearl fought against me, bucking and writhing. I held tight. “Let him go!” she demanded. She jerked forward, kicked back, getting my shin hard enough to make me stumble.

“Please, Pearl.” Uncle Thomas was authoritative now. “We have him restrained for his safety and ours. He requested it, before he lost his senses—it’s the sickness. We’ve got to wait this out,” he said breathlessly.

Benjamin snarled, hissed, and snapped his teeth like a trapped animal. Pearl went limp in my arms and began to sob. I rocked her gently, feeling heartbroken and helpless.

We heard feet on the stairs, and Chauncey came into the room, still in his overcoat, carrying the rifle.

“Doctor,” he said hurriedly. “Your wife sent for you. She needs you at home.” His gaze fell on Pearl in my arms. “What in damnation?” he shouted, stepping toward us, eyes full of rage. “Let her go, you—”

Benjamin roared, broke through the ropes binding his left arm, tearing his own flesh in the process. He flailed, lashed out, drops of blood splattering.

“Help me, Chauncey!” Uncle Thomas said, and Chauncey set down his rifle. Together they pinned Benjamin down, refastened the ropes. Even with the binding retied, they continued to hold Benjamin down. “I’m going to give him a sedative,” Uncle Thomas said, reaching for his bag.

“He’ll die like this,” Pearl cried through her sobs. I had my arms wrapped tightly around her. “Like an animal. It isn’t right!”

“Perhaps the fever will burn off and he’ll recover,” Uncle Thomas said. “We don’t know. But what we do know is that he’s a danger to himself and others now. He wouldn’t want to risk harming you, or anyone else, Pearl, were he in his right mind. You know this.” Thomas gave him a dose of Veronal.

Benjamin bucked and roared.

Pearl turned to me, gripped my arms tightly, digging her nails in. “You’ve got to do something, Frankie. You’ve got to help him! He’s my father.”

“I know,” I whispered gently. “We’re doing all we can.”

“It’s not enough!” Pearl snapped, jerking away from me, rushing toward the bed once again.

“Get her out of here!” Uncle Thomas demanded, turning to me. “Bring Pearl to our house. See what your aunt needs and what you can do there. I’ll be there as soon as I can.”

“We need something stronger than this rope,” Uncle Thomas said when he turned back to Benjamin and Chauncey.

“There were leather harnesses and straps in the barn,” Chauncey said.

“Go get them,” Uncle Thomas said. “Hurry!”



THE DOOR TO our house was unlocked. The black dog, Aife, greeted us, now warm, fed, and dry. The dog jumped at me, licking my hands.

“Who is this?” Pearl asked, smiling weakly, leaning down to pat the dog. Her face was splotched and tearstained.

“My new friend, Aife,” I said. “She belongs to the knackerman but she followed me home today.”

“Where’s your uncle?” Aunt Margaret appeared suddenly.

“Back at the Stoddards’. What’s happened?”

“We’ve got six new patients. All of whom have been attacked.”

Pearl let out a gasp. “The knackerman got them all?”

My aunt pursed her lips. “It seems… seems to be spreading. It’s not just the knackerman, or even Emile or Clarice. There are others who’ve been infected. Who aren’t themselves. Who are now capable of—” Her voice faltered.

I could hear the buzz of the injured and worried townspeople from down the hall.

“Which is exactly the reason Uncle Thomas told you not to open the door,” I said, shocked. “Not to let anyone in!”

Aunt Margaret shook her head, defiant. “They’re injured and sick, Frances. That’s what we do, isn’t it? What we are here in this town for, what God put us on earth for. To take care of those in need. The day I leave my door locked on a sick neighbor is the day I lose all sense of my humanity.”

There was no arguing with her, even if I’d the strength and conviction to do so.

“Uncle Thomas will be along soon. He’s… with Mr. Stoddard.”

“How is Benjamin?” Margaret asked.

I gave a quick shake of my head, looked in Pearl’s direction. My aunt gave me a knowing nod.

“Pearl, why don’t you come help me in the kitchen? I was making applesauce cake and putting more coffee on.”

“I’d love that,” Pearl said. “There’s nothing worse than feeling helpless. Put me to work, please. And Frankie, you know I’m not the least bit squeamish. I’m happy to help you as well until your uncle returns.”

I smiled at her. “You can bring some hot water and clean cloths to me in the surgery.”

“Come, dear, I’ll show you where everything is.” Aunt Margaret hooked her arm with Pearl’s. The dog trotted off behind them.

I took off my coat, rolled up my sleeves, and went into the waiting room. There were six townspeople, all talking at once, fearful and frantic. Their words all mixed together in a hysterical buzz: knackerman, bite, Clarice, madness, Emile, devil, possession.

“We’re doomed,” said John Lancaster, the town blacksmith. “He’s marked us. He’s possessing us, calling us to him one by one.”

“They say once you get bitten he’s inside you, you can hear his voice. Your soul isn’t yours anymore. You belong to the devil,” added Eugene Fitzpatrick.

One of the men let out a strangled sobbing sound.

I clapped my hands together to silence them, cleared my throat, then spoke as loudly and with as much authority as I could muster. “Dr. Endicott is on his way. Until then, I’m going to take you one by one into the surgery to get you bandaged up.” I looked around, saw that Niles Smith had the worst wounds, deep enough to need stitches, and was bleeding heavily into the towel he held against his shoulder. I brought him back first, Pearl meeting me there with hot water and cloths. She stood by my side, assisting me, handing me the things I needed. We worked well together, and I let myself imagine us like this years in the future, me doctoring and her acting as my nurse.

By the time I was done cleaning the wound, stitching and dressing it, Uncle Thomas was back, his face grim. He gently peeled back the bandage, inspected my work, and nodded. “You’ve been in good hands, Niles. Frankie’s done an excellent job with the sutures.”

“What’s going to happen to me? Will I get sick? Turn mad?” Niles asked, voice high with panic.

“I’d like you to stay here, in the house, so we can keep an eye on you.”

“I want to go home,” Niles pleaded. “To my wife.”

“It would be better for you to stay here,” Thomas said. “Better for your wife and little girl. The way the sickness runs its course—”

Niles touched the bandage on his shoulder and nodded, understanding. He had a two-year-old daughter, Abigail, at home.

“Is it true what they’re saying? That’s he’s the devil? That I’ll be possessed now? That’s he’s taking us all, one by one?”

“No, Niles. It’s a sickness. Like the flu or the measles, it’s caused by germs, not by devilry. We may not understand it, but that doesn’t make it witchcraft.”

“But they say… they say he died and rose again. That he’s not human. He’s the beast in human form.”

Aunt Margaret came in just then with more hot water and bandages.

“Margaret, could you and Pearl perhaps open up the dining room for our guests? Get some blankets. Bring Niles back with you?”

“Of course,” she said, smiling at Niles. “It’s this way. Come, I’ll get you a nice cup of coffee.” Pearl accompanied them.

“We’re going to keep them all here, in the house?” I asked once Uncle Thomas and I were alone.

“We can’t send them back out there. When the sickness comes on, they’ll hurt their families. We can’t have it spreading any faster than it already is.”

“But, Uncle Thomas, having them here—how are we going to keep ourselves and Margaret safe?”

His face was pale, the dark circles under his bloodshot eyes giving him the appearance of a skinny raccoon man. “I don’t know,” he admitted. “We’ll think of something. Perhaps we’ll have to bind them all… or sedate them. The first task is to just get everyone’s wounds tended to. For now, we keep them here.”

I nodded.

“Bring two more in,” Uncle Thomas said as he rolled up his sleeves.

I went into the waiting room and got Anthony LaRocca and Eugene Fitzpatrick, both of whom had bites on their arms.

Pearl brought us more warm water and more towels, took the bloody ones away.

We went to work, my uncle and I side by side, patching up wounds, both of us understanding just how futile it was.

We knew how the sickness would progress. That bandaging the wounds did no real good, could not prevent what was coming; but we needed a moment to think.

Just when we thought we were making headway, Aunt Margaret would poke her head through the exam room door, announcing the arrival of another terrified, injured person.

“Don’t let him possess me,” begged Mary Fletcher, who held a lace handkerchief to the wound on her hand. “Please!”

By one in the morning, we had eight stitched-up people sitting around our seldom-used formal dining room, miserable and fearful, looking completely out of place in their dirty work clothes and nightgowns. Some had lain down on the floor with the blankets Aunt Margaret had brought them. Two men had refused to stay and gone home to their families despite Uncle Thomas’s pleas for them to stay here for the sake of their loved ones. Several had gone to the church to sit and pray, sure the Lord would protect them. A few had gone to seek out Charlotte Albone for charms of protection.

“I know you’re all scared,” Uncle Thomas announced when we went into the dining room to check on the patients who’d remained with us. “But we’re going to take good care of you here. We’re going to figure this out. It’s going to be all right.”

Everyone, myself included, understood he was lying.
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October 17, 2016

It was dusk by the time they got to the cemetery.

“We better hurry. We’re not going to be able to find much in the dark,” Ashley said as they entered through the front gates.

“There’s still some light. And we can use our phones,” Malcolm said.

It was about the only thing their phones would be any good for, with no Wi-Fi or cell service out here.

Behind the cemetery, the woods began.

She remembered Josephine’s words, spoken in an eerie, hushed voice:

They say that he lives in the woods outside of town.

They walked down the narrow dirt lane that bisected the cemetery and found themselves at the center, next to a dried-up fountain featuring an angel with a cracked face and a broken wing.

“You doing okay?” Mal asked.

“Fine,” Ash said.

“You seemed pretty on edge back at Josephine’s. You practically ran out of there.”

“I’m okay,” she said, her eyes on the woods, which were already dark and full of shadows that seemed to stretch, bend, and lengthen; to move on their own as the light shifted.

“That was a creepy little doll,” Mal said. “And the story that went with it…”

“It was weird that she said she never met Mom, right?” she asked.

He was quiet for a moment. “I mean, if Mom really did come to Boone’s Ferry, it seems like that house would have been one of the first places she visited.”

“Well”—Ash’s mind spun—“maybe she did. Maybe she went and knocked on the door and Josephine wasn’t home. Or was out in the garden or something. Or—”

“Let’s not get too caught up in retracing every step she took. I think that’s just going to stress you out.”

She shook her head. “I’m fine, Mal, I swear. It was just… hearing about that creepy legend, the way she said ‘horsefeathers’ just like Gram, all those little doll faces looking at us.”

Malcolm laughed. “I thought the dolls were kinda cool. It’s a really sweet tribute, actually, having a doll for each person who’s died.” He was quiet a second, then said, “You know, I bet if we got her on Etsy or maybe built a website for her, she could make some money selling those dolls.”

“Um… dolls modeled after dead people?”

“Not necessarily, just regular little clothespin dolls, you know? People are really into that whole Americana folk art thing. We could sell them at the bed-and-breakfast, have a whole page devoted to them on our website—”

“Mal?”

“Yeah?”

“I admire your vision for this bed-and-breakfast, but can we just put a pin in the idea for right now? Focus on what we’re doing here. Trying to find our great-grandparents’ headstones. Frankie’s too. Any other family.”

It felt good to have a mission. The same mission she knew her mom would have had when she’d been here.

If she’d been here.

“Right,” Mal said as he shone the light from his phone onto the path ahead of them, then used it to read the names and dates on the granite headstones. The stones cast shadows that seemed to move, tilting and writhing.

Ashley looked up toward the woods.

In the distance, a twig snapped.

Probably nothing. A squirrel maybe.

Her brother noticed her jump a little. “You wanna come back tomorrow?” he asked, voice slightly mocking. He’d always teased her for being so easily scared when they were kids. He loved to torture her with ghost stories, plastic spiders in her bed, jump-scaring her whenever he got the chance. He was obsessed with horror movies and would dare her to watch them with him, and Ashley, not wanting to seem like a scaredy-cat to her younger brother, always said yes.

“We will. But let’s take one quick look around tonight.”

He nodded. “Looks like the oldest ones are back at this end.” Mal was leaning down to make out the writing on the old worn stones. “Here’s one from 1894… 1899.” He moved away from the fountain toward the back of the cemetery, reading the stones along the roadway. Then he wandered off to the left among the grave markers. Toward the woods. Ash followed him, but stayed on the path. She bit her tongue to keep from crying out: Don’t go down there! Stay where it’s safe.

The woods were full dark now. She sensed a stirring in them, a slight movement that was more than just the wind rustling the leaves; more than just the squirrels heading to their hollowed-out dens for the night.

“Here we go,” he called. “These are from the fall and winter of 1918.”

He moved farther toward the woods. “Wow! Every grave back here is from March of 1919. There’s a lot of them, Ash. Come take a look.”

She could see the light from his phone glowing, held up in front of the headstones so he could read the names and dates.

She wanted to see, really she did, but her feet wouldn’t move. Try as she might to go forward, she stayed where she was, feet firmly planted. She imagined she was like one of the trees at the edge of the woods: strong, well-rooted. Nothing was going to budge her.

“I don’t see any Endicotts. What was our great-grandmother’s maiden name?”

“I—I’m not sure.” Ash’s heartbeat picked up, her breaths becoming short and shallow.

Trying to ground herself, she thought about what Mal had asked. She had no idea. Had never asked. She was sure her mother must have told her when she went down the genealogy rabbit hole, but Ash hadn’t really been listening. Hadn’t taken any interest and was just waiting for her mother to predictably lose interest in the project too, leave the family tree half empty, abandoned. Now, unless there was something in those papers in the trunk Gram had hidden, Ashley might never know her great-grandmother’s maiden name. It was all gone. She’d have to rely on Josephine and her little dolls.

“Oh, wait, here it is. Look!” He shone the light from his phone on the front of a granite stone:


DR. THOMAS ENDICOTT

HUSBAND AND FATHER

JULY 9, 1879–MARCH 16, 1919

REST IN PEACE



“And look, right beside him—Margaret Endicott! She lived until 1962!” Mal read. “ ‘Beloved wife and mother.’ ”

Ashley’s feet finally moved before she could think about it; she felt herself being pulled toward the stones of her ancestors, drifting through the cemetery like a ghost. She stood in front of them, looking down at the names, at Thomas and Margaret Endicott’s final resting places, side by side.

Malcolm continued moving toward the back of the cemetery, shining his light on the stones. “I don’t see Frankie O’Massey’s stone. No O’Masseys at all so far.”

Ashley stayed where she was, staring at the stones of her great-grandparents, her head whirling with all the things Gram had kept from her, all the things she should have asked her mother and didn’t.

“Ash, come over here. You’ve gotta see this!”

Dear God, what had he found? Why did he keep getting closer to those woods?

She imagined going back there, Malcolm jumping out from behind a headstone just for fun to see how loud she’d scream.

Then she imagined something else jumping out at both of them. A life-sized version of the terrible little knackerman doll.

“What is it?” She tried to keep her voice level, totally calm.

“I’m not sure.” He was all the way at the edge of the cemetery, where the woods began. He bent down and she could hardly see him. “It’s a grave, but with just a plain stone marking it. But there’s all this stuff.”

She didn’t like that she couldn’t really see him, so she willed her feet to move closer.

“Stuff?” Ashley used her phone’s flashlight as she picked her way carefully between the rows of stones to where her brother was crouched. “What kind of stuff?”

“Flowers. Candy. There’s even a bottle of rum here!”

Relief poured through her. It was not a sacrificed animal, dead body, or pentagram burned into the earth. It was just some offerings family members had left for a loved one who’d passed. She’d seen it in other cemeteries. Not so strange at all.

Ashley got to Malcolm, shone the light from her phone on the plain rectangular upright stone that marked the grave. It was smooth and worn, made from dark granite. And without a single mark etched into it. Beneath the stone were uncountable gifts: dried and fresh flowers, coins, cigarettes, a stained china cup of coffee, a bottle of liquor. Folded neatly on the top was a piece of pink paper.

“What’s this?” Ashley said, reaching for the paper, unfolding it. It was a note written in neat, careful cursive. She read it out loud:


I am so sorry for what happened last night.

Sorry that I didn’t believe.

But I believe now.

Please don’t punish my family for what I did.

I have something that’s yours. I can give it back to you.

Please don’t be mad.

Sincerely,

Mini Fitzpatrick

P.S. I know a secret about you. A secret no one else has figured out. Can you guess what it is?



Another stick cracked in the woods just in front of them. Ash looked in time to see movement.

“Who’s there?” Ashley called, voice strangled-sounding, as she pointed the weak light of her phone at the trees.

She saw a glint of white.

The pale skull of a horse, dark hollow eyes watching?

She held back a scream.

But no, it was only a pale face ducking back out of sight behind a large tree trunk.

“I see you!” Ashley called out. “I know you’re there!”

Malcolm was looking at the trees. “Are you sure—” he began.

“Of course I’m sure!” she snapped. Ashley was sick and tired of being doubted, of this insinuation that she was imagining things just because she’d once gone full-on I-see-dead-people-batshit-bonkers. But that was in the past; why couldn’t Malcolm understand that?

Except in the lawyer’s office on Friday.

Then maybe again, this afternoon outside of the pub. And once more, on Main Street just before they went into Josephine’s.

But, damn it, this was real. There was someone hiding behind that tree.

“There’s someone back there, Mal, hiding, right now! They’ve been watching us this whole time!”

She kept her pathetic little phone flashlight focused on the wide tree trunk. “Come out where we can see you!”

Then there was movement from the shadows. A figure stepped out—small and quivering.

“See,” Ashley said to her brother. She moved forward, training her light on the figure, and saw a miserable-looking little girl. She had dark hair held back with a headband and large almond-shaped eyes, and wore jeans and a dark hooded sweatshirt. Her face was so pale Ashley half wondered if she was seeing a ghost. But she didn’t believe in ghosts. And she knew this girl. Recognized that face. It was the girl who’d been sitting in the upstairs window of the house with the red horse head painted crudely on the door.

The girl was holding something, clinging to it. Ashley saw that it was a large, plastic toy horse.

“Well, hello there,” Malcolm said, voice syrupy-sweet in that way grown-ups sometimes talk to kids. “What’s your name?” Her brother might be able to charm old ladies, but he was just plain goofy with kids.

The girl toed at the ground with her sneaker, clutched the toy horse tighter. She clearly knew better than to talk to strangers.

“Mini,” the girl said, taking a step back, still not making eye contact.

“Mini Fitzpatrick?” Ash asked, still holding the pink folded note.

The girl gave a sheepish nod.

“Nice to meet you, Mini,” Malcolm said. “I’m Malcolm. The lady shining the light in your eyes is my sister, Ashley.”

“Sorry,” Ash said, lowering her phone.

“What are you doing out here in the dark, Mini?” Mal said.

She didn’t respond.

“Did you come to leave this note?” Ashley asked.

“Please,” Mini said. “No one can know I was here. I’m not supposed to leave my house. That’s the rule. But I snuck out.”

“We won’t tell anyone, Mini,” Mal said. “I promise.”

The girl’s eyes darted past Ash and Malcolm, scanning the cemetery, like she was looking for someone else. “It’s dark now,” Mini said. “We should go. We shouldn’t be here. It isn’t safe.”

“Mini,” Ash said, gesturing at the rectangular black stone surrounded by gifts. “Whose grave is this?”

“His,” Mini said softly.

“Whose?” Ash asked.

“The knackerman’s.” And with that, Mini took off running.

“Mini!” Ash called, starting to follow her into the dense stand of trees, but she knew it was useless. The woods were too thick, the girl too fast and sure of her way. As she turned to go back, her eye caught on something: the girl had dropped her toy horse. Ash picked it up, and swore that, for half a second, she felt the hard plastic animal flinch.





TWENTY-EIGHT FRANKIE [image: ]

March 14, 1919

It was just after dawn, and Uncle Thomas had finally sent Aunt Margaret to bed. She’d been up all night with us, helping with patients—answering the door when more came, refilling basins with fresh water, making coffee and sandwiches for the patients gathered in the dining room, doing her best to make them comfortable. Pearl had gone to sleep in the guest room just past two a.m., but Margaret had stayed up.

By the time the sun rose, she was staggering with exhaustion. “You need your rest,” Uncle Thomas told her. “Go up and sleep for a few hours. If you won’t do it for yourself, do it for the baby.”

“But there’s so much to do,” she argued. “We need more clean cloths and towels. We’re out of blankets. I can go check with neighbors, see if anyone has bedding, pillows, or cots we might be able to use. We can move that big old table out of the way and set up a row of beds. I just need to—”

“Frankie will do it.”

“But I—”

“I’ll wake you if we need you,” he said. He made her a cup of tea laced with brandy and sent her up.

“You should sleep a few hours too,” he told me. “I’ll keep an eye on the patients in the dining room.”

“After I do the washing and clean up in here a bit,” I said. The dog was following me from room to room, hoping that perhaps her breakfast was on my agenda. I gave her some scraps, and after eating, she settled on the bed Aunt Margaret had set up for her beside the woodstove, making herself right at home.

I was hanging a load of cloths to dry on the rack in the kitchen when there was a sharp knock at the kitchen door, startling me. Aife jumped up and followed me to answer it. I anticipated another sick or injured person waiting outside.

Then I paused, my hand on the doorknob, thinking, What if it isn’t?

Patients always used the front entrance that led to my uncle’s office.

I imagined him, the knackerman, waiting for me on the other side, his breath whistling, his eyes burning yellow like the devilish face on a jack-o’-lantern on All Hallows’ Eve.

I grabbed my aunt’s best carving knife from the counter, concealing it behind my back as I held my breath and opened the door.

“Frankie.” Charlotte Albone stood opposite me. “May I come in? I’d like to visit with you and your uncle.”

Her round face was very serious, her long gray hair seemingly whiter than the last time I saw her.

“Of course. Please come in, Mrs. Albone,” I said with great relief, holding the door open. The old midwife was about the last person I ever expected to be inviting into my uncle’s office. In the five years Uncle Thomas had been in town, they’d mostly avoided one another, giving polite nods and smiles when necessary.

“May I take your coat?” I asked.

She peeled off her heavy wool outerwear, giving me a sly look. “Do you often greet guests with a carving knife hidden behind your back?”

“No… I…” I stammered, flustered.

“Strange times we find ourselves in, are they not?” she asked. “Strange times breed strange behaviors. Send even the most steady-hearted of us spinning off-kilter.”

I nodded, my face burning, as I set down the knife on the counter, took the old woman’s coat.

“Would you like a cup of tea, Mrs. Albone?” I asked. “We’ve got some delicious applesauce cake Aunt Margaret made.”

“No thank you, dear. I won’t be visiting long.” She reached down and gave the dog a pat. “Hello, Aife,” she said.

“You know her?” I was surprised.

She smiled at me, still petting Aife. “There aren’t many creatures in Boone’s Ferry I don’t know. And this girl here had worms last spring. The knackerman came to me for a remedy. I fixed her up in no time.” She scratched Aife’s ears, then stood up straight, looked at me. “I understand you’ve become quite a healer under your uncle’s tutelage,” she said. Her breathing seemed labored, raspy.

I felt my cheeks grow warm. “I do my best. I’m very grateful for all of my uncle’s efforts. I’ve learned a great deal from him.”

The old woman gave me a sly smile. “Seems to me he’s the one who ought to be grateful. For having such a bright pupil. An indispensable helper.”

I looked down at the ground and gave a bashful nod.

“Just remember, Frankie,” the midwife continued. “As knowledgeable a man as your uncle is, there’s plenty he doesn’t know. And a truly skilled healer never forgets that. There are mysteries in the human body, in life itself, that cannot be explained away in any medical book.”

I nodded. “Yes, ma’am.”

“To be a gifted healer, you need to trust the part of yourself that knows things you cannot possibly know.”

I gave her a puzzled look.

“You always were an intuitive girl,” she said. “Tell me, dear, do you still have nightmares?”

I nodded again, feeling a bit uneasy. “Let’s go speak with my uncle, shall we?”

And with that I led Charlotte down the hall, through the waiting room, and into the office, where Uncle Thomas was sitting at his desk, head cradled in one hand, the other hand furiously taking notes.

“Mrs. Albone.” Uncle Thomas’s voice rose an octave; he didn’t even bother to hide the surprise in his voice. He rose from his chair.

With all the lanterns blazing in the exam room, I got a good look at Charlotte. She appeared years older than when I had run into her at the general store last week. Her eyes were yellow and sunken, the lines around her mouth deeper.

“You’re ill,” I said before I could think.

“I am.” She sounded tired, yet not the least distressed.

“How did it happen?” Uncle Thomas asked. “Were you attacked? Bitten?”

She nodded. “Like you, I’ve been tending to the sick and injured.” She showed us a cloth bandage on her arm. “I’ve been helping the ones who won’t come to see you.”

Uncle Thomas clenched his jaw.

“Did you know there’s talk, Doctor, that you’re partly to blame for this sickness?”

“Excuse me?” My uncle looked angry, but also truly perplexed.

“But that’s absurd!” I blurted out. “He’s been working himself to the bone, helping people. Our dining room is full of patients right now! He is—we are—doing everything we can to help them.”

“I know, child, and I agree,” she said. “Of course I agree. I’m just telling you the gossip. They’re saying there’s more the doctor could have done, should have done, to stop this from happening in the first place. They say… he should have put a bullet in the knackerman’s head when he first showed up and wasn’t himself.”

“Mrs. Albone.” Uncle Thomas’s voice was calm and level. “Is that what you would have done? Put a bullet through a man’s head? A man sick and suffering with fever, who needed your help?”

She did not answer, simply shook her head once, dismissing the very notion. She looked into my uncle’s eyes. “Is it true? That the man died and came back?”

“It appeared that way, but—”

“Is it true, Frankie?” she asked, looking at me.

I nodded.

She fished around in her pocket, pulled out two little bags on long loops of string, and held them up. “Please, I brought these for you.”

Uncle Thomas accepted one of the sachets from her bony hands, sniffed it. “Healing charms?”

“I can’t heal this sickness. But these herbs of protection will keep the evil out of you.”

I took the other bag, smelled the pungent, bitter herbs inside, and slipped the string around my neck, tucking the bag under my shirt. Uncle Thomas set his on the exam table, careful, I thought, to treat the object with respect—at least in front of our guest.

“Not much of an offering, I know,” Charlotte said apologetically. “But then again, I don’t imagine there’s much you have to offer me, am I right?”

He nervously cleared his throat.

“You have no idea what this is, do you?” she asked.

“That’s correct. What about you, Mrs. Albone? Have you ever seen anything like it?”

She sighed, sat herself down on the stool Uncle Thomas usually used. “No. I have not. But, Tom—may I call you Tom? Your wife always refers to you as Tom, so I must admit that’s how I’ve come to think of you.”

He leaned back against his exam table.

I felt a shift in the air.

“I didn’t realize you and my wife were acquainted,” he said with obvious surprise. “May I ask—”

The old woman clucked her tongue, pulled a handkerchief from her pocket, and dabbed at her damp forehead.

“To continue my answer to your original question, Tom, I have not seen anything like this. But I have prayed on it, as I do over other things that have puzzled me in the course of my life. I prayed on it and received an answer.”

“An answer?”

“From the Angel Gabriel. He came to me in a dream. He told me Judgment Day was upon us and we’d best atone for our sins.”

“Mrs. Albone, I don’t think—”

She let out a series of deep, raspy coughs, but held her hand up, signaling to Thomas that she wasn’t finished. “He said that we brought this evil on ourselves,” she said. “The entire town. We called it here.”

“With all due respect, Mrs. Albone, this is an illness, not a biblical plague.” His voice shook slightly, faltering. Was he doubting himself? He cleared his throat. “Now, I’d like to give you some aspirin for the pain. Some cough medicine. And something to help you sleep.”

She shook her head, gave a mirthful chuckle. “I’ve got medicine that can do all of those things and more, Doctor.”

“Very well. Is there anything I can do for you?”

“I’m afraid not. Like you, I’ve got sick patients of my own waiting at home for me. I came here hoping that perhaps you’d have some insight into how best to help them. I had to hope, didn’t I?”

He nodded.

“There is something that’s been bothering me, though, Tom. Something perhaps you can shed some light upon.”

“Oh?” Uncle Thomas said.

She looked at him a moment, considering. Then she turned and looked at me. “Frankie, dear, would you mind giving us some privacy?”

“Of course,” I said, bowing out of the room and shutting the door.

I froze there, listening at the door, knowing I shouldn’t but needing to know what the old woman had to say.

“Are you still well?” Charlotte asked. “And Margaret? Is she well?”

“We’re both just fine, thank you. What’s this about?”

“Tom, I’d like to ask you something. It’s… delicate.” Charlotte coughed hard now.

“Go right ahead.”

“The baby your wife is carrying. Is there a reason you wouldn’t want the child?”

“What?” His voice was sharp. “Of course I want the child! It’s our dream, mine and Margaret’s. It’s all we’ve ever wanted. Something we discussed and planned for before we were even married.”

There was silence for a moment. I could only hear my own heart pounding.

“I don’t mind telling you I find the very question offensive. What on earth would make you ask such a thing?” I had never heard him this worked up before.

“Margaret came to me two months ago and asked if there was a way to end her pregnancy. When I pressed her as to why, for I knew how much she had wanted this baby, she said she feared you would not want the child.”

“But that’s absurd!”

“That’s what I told her.” Another wet cough burst through the air. I imagined particles of whatever this sickness was floating under the door and circling me.

“I’m terribly fond of your wife, Tom. That’s why I’m here, telling you all of this. Because it’s been bothering me. I know I’ve got bigger worries—the whole town so sick, I’m sick. All this talk of the devil himself walking around in our midst. But it felt… well, it’s been bothering me, is all. Like a splinter left under the skin too long.”

“Well.” Thomas was silent for a moment, and when next he spoke, he was calm again. “I do appreciate your candor, Mrs. Albone.”

“And I’m relieved to hear that you want this baby very much,” Charlotte said. “I believe you’ll both be wonderful parents.” The old woman coughed again. “Did you know your wife came to me last year, asking for help in getting pregnant?”

“No,” he admitted. “I had no idea.”

“I gave her some red clover and raspberry tea, a tincture made from nettle, chasteberry, and black cohosh to strengthen her womb, and a fertility charm to amplify her own powers of motherhood. I’d say it worked, wouldn’t you?”

“I—” Uncle Thomas began, but stopped himself. I wasn’t sure if he meant to argue with her or agree with her.

“Keep a close eye on her,” the midwife said. “And if there’s a chance, any chance at all, send her away from this place before she gets ill.”

“I will,” he promised.

“Soon, Tom,” Charlotte said. There were footsteps, the old woman readying herself to leave, walking toward the door. I slipped away down the hall, catching Charlotte’s last words: “Before it’s too late.”
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October 18, 2016

The horse was coming. She could hear its footsteps, slow at first, clipping and clopping down the tiled floor of her apartment building, increasing to a trot, then an all-out run, hooves pounding, shattering the tile beneath them. She opened the door, and there it was waiting for her, a white horse with yellow eyes, frothy blood-specked foam around its mouth. And on its back sat her mother in her good camel-hair coat, her face a bloody mess, part of her skull exposed, broken, brain matter seeping out. Her mother opened her mouth to speak and the left half of her jaw came unhinged, hanging with bits of tissue from her cheek.

Ash, you need to listen.

He’s coming for you.

Ashley awoke in full panic mode, a scream stuck in her throat. It took several seconds to orient herself: she was not in her old med school apartment or even at home. She was in Room 1 of the Deer Run Motel in Boone’s Ferry.

Take a breath, she told herself. You’re okay.

Someone was knocking on her door, loud and persistent. A deep, hollow banging. She thought of the children’s story about the Big Bad Wolf: Little pig, little pig, let me in.

What time was it? She’d unplugged the bedside clock because of the sickly green light it gave off. She reached for her phone. Where was it?

Malcolm was right next door. She’d said good night to him around ten, promising that they’d open the trunk together in the morning before he left for Josephine’s. She’d heard his TV on as she was falling asleep: something loud with a lot of gunshots and car chases with revving engines and squealing tires.

Maybe it was Malcolm at the door? Coming by to say he couldn’t sleep and invite her out to smoke a joint?

Or maybe it was the woman from the office, meet-as-strangers-leave-as-friends Liz, to tell her that the water was out, or there was a fire, or their truck headlights were on. Or her husband, Jack, to warn them again: Might not be safe.

Or maybe, just maybe—it was the thing that lived in the woods.

Where the hell was her phone? She had no cell service or Wi-Fi, but at least she could check the time, use it as a flashlight. She groped hopelessly around the nightstand in the darkness, knocking the lamp over onto the floor with a crash.

Another three knocks in rapid succession; more like the pounding of a fist—or clomping of a hoof—on the outside of her door.

“Coming!” she managed, making her way to the door through the pitch-black motel room, smashing her knee on the edge of the desk.

“Shit!” she yelped as she hobbled right up to the door, put her hand on the cold metal knob.

There was no peephole, no window. Only the thin panel door that any old wolf worth his salt could blow in with one puff.

“Who is it?” she called, with a remarkably steady voice.

Nothing.

She put her ear against the door, but all she felt was her own heartbeat pounding.

Maybe she was too late. Maybe whoever it was had given up.

Or maybe she’d imagined it. Don’t go there, she told herself.

“This is real,” she whispered aloud, the sound of her own voice grounding her, comforting her in some way. “I’m not imagining this.”

But hadn’t she told herself the same thing back then? Back when she actually believed that her mother had come back; come back to warn her?

She held her breath, counted to three, and yanked open the door.

She staggered back a step. She blinked in disbelief at the figure standing outside her door—shoulders impossibly broad, the hooded coat he wore, long and patched together with uneven squares of mismatched leather.

The creature before her had a skull for a head; not a human skull but an animal’s. A deer maybe…

No, she knew, looking at the length of the nose and the teeth: the huge white teeth. This was the yellow-white skull of a horse, black sockets for eyes, teeth gleaming. The loosely hinged jaw moved, opening slightly.

She tried to scream, but no sound came out, only the useless hiss of her own sour breath.

She slammed the door and threw her body against it, shoved the dead bolt into place.

A hallucination. A figure that had followed her from a dream. A terrible nightmare brought on by old Josephine and her stories and the creepy little knackerman doll, by seeing that blank gravestone with all the gifts.

But she was done with all of that. With seeing things that weren’t there. Right?

She thought of Gram, of the pain in her face when she’d said to Ashley in the hospital, “You need to concentrate on getting well. Take some time for yourself. You can finish med school later. Nothing matters more than you getting better.”

But hadn’t it been there, in Gram’s look, even then? The grim certainty that Ash would never recover completely, would never go back to med school, would never become the success story they’d all believed she was destined to be.

That she’d move back home, take whatever job she could find, pretend not to notice the headshakes and the whispers: “Such a shame.”

Ashley, who’d had such promise.

Ashley, who’d always been at the top of her class.

Ashley, who’d gone round the bend and seen her dead mother not just in the halls of her apartment, but in the cafeteria at UVM, near the nurses’ station on her med-surg rotation, once at the all-night convenience store where Ashley had stopped for energy drinks in the weeks after her mother’s death. She was terrified to fall asleep: she lived on coffee, energy drinks, caffeine pills. Because when she closed her eyes and slept, her mother was always there. But then the nightmares bled into the daytime and Ashley couldn’t tell what was real and what was dream. That was when she went to her grandmother and, over coffee and tears, told her she’d decided to check herself into the hospital, that she’d been seeing things. Terrible things.

There was another knock at her motel room door. The knob rattled, turning.

Ash leapt back, suddenly convinced it was her mother on the other side of the door now. Her mother with her face swollen, purple, parts of it looking like raw meat, her jaw dangling, unhinged.

I tried to warn you, she would scream.

I tried to explain but you wouldn’t listen!

“Ash?” Malcolm called from behind the latched door. “Hey, Ashley, are you okay?”

She unlatched the dead bolt and opened the door, threw herself into her brother’s arms. He held tight to her. He seemed to be trembling nearly as much as she was.

“I heard banging,” he said. “What the hell is going on?”

“I—I don’t know. I think I had a bad dream.”

“Ashley, someone was here.”

“Someone?”

Don’t you mean something?

She was sure she could still smell it: a dank, forgotten smell—old cloth, dirt, things long buried.

She thought she should tell her brother the truth. He deserved to know.

It’s happening again. I stopped my meds because I thought I was all better, and now I’m seeing things that aren’t there. Things that can’t be there.

But instead, she said, “I thought I heard knocking, but I was sound asleep and I couldn’t find the light and when I opened the door…”

He looked at her, eyes wide, waiting.

“I thought I saw…” she started, tears spilling from her eyes now. “But I must have been dreaming.”

“Dreaming? Then explain how this got here.”

Malcolm pointed at the front of the door.

There, in dripping dark-red paint, was the mark—the same mark she’d seen on the little girl’s house earlier today. The crude figure of a horse’s head, like a prehistoric cave painting.

Ash reached out, put a finger on the wet paint of the creature’s mane, took it away and put her thumb to it, rubbing the oily red around like a kindergartener with finger paints.

Relief washed through her. Hallucinations didn’t leave paint behind, at least not paint that your sane brother could see. Whatever horror they were facing, it was real, and they could face it together.

“What the hell is this?” Malcolm asked, turning, looking around the parking lot where his old Chevy pickup sat alone, out across the deserted street, into the woods beyond.

“I don’t know,” she said. “But I think we know someone who does.”
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March 14, 1919

You can’t just send me off!” Aunt Margaret declared. The three of us were in the kitchen eating breakfast, though it was closer to dinnertime. Aife was under the table, hoping for one of us to drop some scraps.

At Uncle Thomas’s insistence, I’d gone to my room and slept fitfully for a couple of hours, tossing and turning in my narrow bed. A little after ten a.m., I’d given up on sleep and hurried to the dining room to check on the patients. Uncle Thomas was in there alone.

“Where are they?” I’d asked, a wave of shock washing over me.

“Gone.” His face was as pale as a sheet of paper. He gripped the back of a maple chair, his hands trembling slightly.

“But… what happened?”

“They’re just gone, Frankie,” he’d snapped, turning away from me. “There’s nothing more we can do about it.”

He and I had tidied the dining room in silence, picked up the blankets, tucked the chairs back under the table. I didn’t dare ask more about what had transpired with the injured townspeople, who were now God only knew where.

Afterward, Thomas had gone out for an hour, returning with the latest news on the sickness in town. And more than that, he had a plan.

“It’s all arranged,” Thomas told Aunt Margaret now as he stirred honey into his oatmeal. “You’ll go with David, Mercy, Chauncey, Harold, and Stewart.”

“Chauncey’s leaving?” I asked, realizing after I’d said it that I’d sounded a little too enthusiastic.

“He doesn’t want to, but he’ll do what his father thinks best.” Uncle Thomas frowned at me. “He wants to take Pearl with him.”

A lump formed in my throat, high and tight.

“But the roads,” Margaret said. “They’re impassable. And all the horses are gone.”

“You’ll use snowshoes and go on foot. David and the boys will use a toboggan to carry what few supplies and clothing you’ll bring. You’ll have guns. Provisions. If you leave first thing in the morning, you should make it over the mountain and to Amsterdale by nightfall if the weather holds.”

“No. I won’t leave you.” She looked from Uncle Thomas to me. “Either of you.”

He took her hands. “You must, Maggie. You can’t stay here. If you won’t do it for me, do it for our child.”

Her hand fluttered to her pregnant belly.

She looked out the window, then turned and looked at me. “What do you think, Frances?”

“I think,” I said, forcing the words out, “that staying here is dangerous. For you and the baby.”

Uncle Thomas explained that nearly half the town was sick now. Some in advanced stages, any number of them having disappeared into the woods. Charlotte was sick, her herbal remedies and charms useless. She’d had Thomas barricade the door to her bedchamber from the outside, fearing what she might do as the disease progressed. The practice of leaving offerings for the knackerman—food and money, dead chickens—seemed to be spreading. Frightened residents hung crosses on their doors, dangled bundles of St. John’s wort from the doorframe, and sprinkled lines of salt on the threshold.

Uncle Thomas grimaced as he gave us the report. “They remain convinced that it’s supernatural. That the knackerman is the devil himself and he’s bewitching the townspeople, possessing them and ferrying them off.”

There were still reports of the knackerman, Clarice, and Emile being sighted around town, now joined by others who’d taken ill. It seemed impossible. They should have perished from exposure. By all accounts, they were naked, running mad through the snow. Some claimed to have heard them, moaning and howling in the woods. Some said they heard their own names being called, that they were being beckoned into the woods and there was something enticing, mystifying even, about the voices of the sick carried through the wind that made people want to go and join them.

The sickness was casting darkness and fear over the entire town, even those who weren’t infected. Robbie Prichard stole apples and a keg of cider from the Millers’ cellar, knocking old Mr. Miller down so hard he broke three ribs; Robbie claimed that the devil made him do it, though he showed no signs of illness. Emile LaRue’s barn was burned to the ground—no one knew if it was arson, but suspicions ran rampant. Lester Styles was tackled and beaten by a group of men as he left Loon’s Call, evidently because he was mistaken for the knackerman with his full beard and dark hooded coat. Men carried guns every time they left the house. Women and children stayed inside, doors locked tight.

Whatever this sickness was, it had settled into Boone’s Ferry like the dense fog that often blanketed our valley, blocking out the sun. There was surely no stopping it now.

“I will not leave unless you two come with me,” Aunt Margaret said. “We can all go away from this place. We can start over. Maybe even go back to Boston. Wouldn’t you like to go back to Boston?”

Uncle Thomas’s expression was pained. I knew how he missed Boston, how part of him had always wished to go back.

Aunt Margaret continued, “Think how good it would be, not just for us, but for Frances.” She turned to me. “You could go to medical school. You’re clever. The most clever girl I’ve ever known! And your uncle knows people. He can get you in.” She looked back at Uncle Thomas. “Please, Tom. Let’s all go.”

Uncle Thomas sighed, rubbed his red-rimmed eyes. “You know I can’t do that,” he said in a low voice, taking her hand. “I’m the doctor. The whole village will soon be sick.”

“But Tom, there’s little you can do. You said so yourself. You—”

“I’ve got to try.”

He turned, looked at me. “I think you should go with your aunt. With Pearl. Go wait this out in Amsterdale.”

There was nothing I wanted more than to run off with Pearl. Than to be with her, whatever it took.

The lump in my throat hardened. Tears pricked my eyes and I wiped them with the back of my hand.

“No,” I said. “If you stay, I stay.”

“Frankie, I admire your—”

“If you stay, I stay,” I repeated, boring my eyes into his. “You’ve taught me everything I know. Everything I am, it’s because of you. And everything you taught me, it was for a reason. For this. For helping the sick and injured. You can’t do this on your own. If you stay, I stay.”

“Very well,” Uncle Thomas said, a sad smile on his face.

“But if what you’re saying is true,” Aunt Margaret said, “and anyone who stays is doomed… becomes mad—”

“We don’t know that they stay that way,” Uncle Thomas said. “Benjamin Stoddard has been unconscious for the last twelve hours. He’s still got a fever, but it’s gone down.”

“So he’s recovering?” Aunt Margaret asked.

“It’s impossible to say. Mrs. Stoddard had been unconscious, but then awoke and got out of bed.”

“And attacked her husband and is now roaming the woods naked and mad,” added Aunt Margaret.

“And yet, she’s alive,” Uncle Thomas pointed out. “Perhaps the madness will pass. I’m hoping that watching the progression of symptoms in Benjamin will shed some light, help Frankie and me to understand what we’re dealing with.”

“You truly think they might survive?” Aunt Margaret asked.

“I don’t know, Maggie. But we can hope. God knows there were people who survived the flu who had been on death’s doorstep just the night before. The human body can surprise us with the way it fights back. And as with the flu, some might have some sort of innate resistance and never get sick to begin with even if they’re… exposed.

“I can’t leave any of them,” Uncle Thomas continued. “But it’s because of all these unknowns that it is safest for you and the baby if you go to Amsterdale with your brother and his family as I ask. Frankie and I will join you there as soon as we’re able.”

But even as he said the words, I knew the truth.

I knew, deep down in my soul, that my uncle and I would never see Amsterdale.

Once Aunt Margaret strapped on her snowshoes and trudged out of town with David and Mercy and the boys, we’d be saying good-bye to her for the last time.

Uncle Thomas would never meet his child, never know if he had a son or a daughter.

And if Pearl went with them, I would never see her again.

I felt cracked open, ruined.

Who are we without the people we love most? What do we become when we are no longer looked at through their eyes? No longer seen for who we truly are?

“Trust me,” Uncle Thomas said as he held tight to Margaret’s hand. “It will be all right. Whatever happens, it will be as God intended.”



I FOUND PEARL at home. Her father was still unconscious. Pearl was alone in the kitchen, making squash soup.

“Last of the fall squash from the pantry,” she told me as she stirred. It smelled rich and buttery. Pearl dipped a spoon into the pot, took it out, blew on it, then gave me a taste. “Stay and eat with me?”

“Of course,” I said.

She set down two place mats at the table, two spoons on cloth napkins. “Would you like some brandy? Father has loads of it.”

“That would be lovely,” I said, and was surprised to see Pearl get down two glasses. Pearl usually passed when alcohol was offered—her parents had taught her it wasn’t ladylike to imbibe.

“A toast,” Pearl said, raising her glass.

“What shall we drink to?” I asked.

Pearl looked lost for a second, like she couldn’t think of a single thing. “To squash soup,” she said.

“To squash soup,” I said, clinking my glass against Pearl’s. We both let out a small laugh.

Pearl looked pale and exhausted. There were dark circles under her eyes. Her dress was wrinkled and stained with bits of orange squash. Even in this state, she was so beautiful I found myself forgetting how to breathe, hardly able to believe she was real.

“I know,” she said. “I look a fright. I’m surprised you can stand to be in the same room with me.”

I laughed. “You look lovely,” I told her. “And there is nowhere else I’d rather be.” I touched her cheek and she closed her eyes, smiled. I kissed her then, right there in her kitchen. It was a deep and long kiss, and for that brief moment, the rest of the world melted away.

Pearl served the soup, topped up our brandy glasses.

We ate and talked about the weather. About when spring would come. About flowers and squash.

We did not talk about Pearl’s parents or the sickness. We did not talk about the knackerman. There was no mention of the devil.

We let ourselves pretend that none of what was happening around us, outside that room, was real. For an hour, there was only her and me, talking quietly, touching each other’s hands, cheeks colored from brandy and the warmth of the kitchen.

When we finished, we did the dishes together, side by side.

“This is nice,” Pearl said, leaning into me. “Having you here like this. It’s like… like we always talked about.”

I smiled.

“Shall we go into the parlor? You can smoke your pipe and maybe give me a puff?”

“You? Smoke a pipe?”

“I’ve had cigarettes,” Pearl admitted.

“Yes,” I agreed. “But a pipe—”

“Is not very ladylike at all, is it?” Pearl finished, laughing. “Come on, now I’m eager to try it.”

We sat side by side on the settee, puffing on the pipe I pulled from my jacket pocket and loaded with tobacco from my pouch.

“I much prefer this to cigarettes,” Pearl said.

I laughed. “I’ll have to get you your own little pipe then.”

“And we’ll smoke each night together like this, sipping brandy, telling each other all about our days.”

We were quiet for a few moments, passing the pipe back and forth, filling the parlor with the sweet smoke.

“Pearl,” I said at last, hating to break the spell, to ruin the night, but I knew it had to be done. Pearl had her head on my shoulder and was trying to blow smoke rings.

“Yes, my love?”

“There’s something I need you to do.”

I felt it again—that thick, hard lump in my throat that made speaking difficult.

“What is it? Do you want coffee? Dessert? Or shall we go up to my room?” she asked with a twinkle in her eye. “There’s no one here to catch us. My father hasn’t so much as twitched since yesterday. He’s dreaming, though. I can see his good eye moving behind the lid. And he mumbles in his sleep.”

I shivered a little, imagining the things Benjamin might be dreaming.

“No,” I said, though I wanted nothing more than to have Pearl lead me up to her room, let me undress her slowly, stretching each second of pleasure out as long as I could, memorizing each detail of her body.

“Well, what is it then?” Pearl lifted her head, looked at me.

“I want you to go away. To leave Boone’s Ferry.”

“When will we go?” Pearl asked.

I swallowed hard. “Not with me. With Aunt Margaret. She’s leaving with David, Mercy, Harold, and Stewart.” I paused a second, then forced myself to finish, to spit the name out. “And Chauncey.”

Pearl’s eyes widened and her mouth fell open. “Wh—”

“Tomorrow morning, on foot. Going to Amsterdale. You must go with them.”

“You—”

“Has Chauncey asked you to join them?”

Pearl blew out an angry breath. “Yes, he asked me. But I told him no! I am not running off with Chauncey. I’m not leaving my father. I’m not leaving you.”

I took her hand tightly in my own. “I want you to go.”

Pearl drew back and gave a wicked laugh. “You’re fooling, right? You truly want me to run off with Chauncey Banks?”

I laughed bitterly. “I hate that vile bastard, and nothing can change that. But you’ll be safest with the group and away from all this. When this is over, Uncle Thomas and I will come and meet you all in Amsterdale. Then, if you still wish, you and I can leave. There’s a train station there. We can go to Boston. Start a new life together.”

“Why don’t you come with us tomorrow?”

“I can’t. I need to stay and help my uncle.”

“Then I’ll stay too. I can help you. I can be your nurse. Blood doesn’t trouble me at all. You saw yesterday, didn’t you? How helpful I could be. And I’m clever, Frankie, you know that. A quick learner. We can work together, side by side, and it will be—”

“Pearl,” I interrupted, “that’s just why you must go. What if Aunt Margaret needs help with the baby on the journey? Thomas and I are going to be worried sick about her, but if you’re with her, my clever Pearl, that will be a comfort. I’m begging you. Please. Do this one thing for me. This one, huge, hard thing.”

“But I—”

“I need to know you’re safe. I need to know you’ll be there in Amsterdale, waiting for me. Waiting for us to go off and start a new life together. I can’t keep you safe here. And if anything were to happen to you—” My voice faltered. I took her hands and held them tightly, kissed her lovely fingers.

Pearl was quiet, thinking, biting her lip. “You’ll come? You’ll meet me there as soon as you’re able?”

“Yes.”

“Do you promise?”

“I swear on my life,” I said. “Nothing could keep me from you.” I pulled Pearl to me, held her tight, my chin on her shoulder, grateful that she couldn’t see my face; couldn’t know that though I meant the words with all my heart, I didn’t truly believe them.
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October 18, 2016

So Frankie was what? A cousin or something of our great-grandmother?” Mal asked.

They were in his motel room, digging through the old trunk. They’d found two diaries with her name written in faded brownish ink on the inner covers. Ash was now reading the one from the fall of 1918 and the spring of 1919, the one that Gram had been tearing the pages from to burn. As fascinated as she was by it all, Ash was deeply unsettled by opening the trunk, holding the diary that was the last thing Gram had held. What she’d been reading as she skimmed through the passages written in Frankie’s tiny, messy cursive didn’t give her any comfort.

“There’s an entry in here that says Frankie’s mother and Margaret were cousins. So, that makes Frankie and Margaret first cousins, once removed. And we’re Frankie’s first cousins, four times removed.”

Malcolm nodded, grinned at her.

“What?” she asked.

“You sound like Mom.”

Malcolm went back to haphazardly pulling things out of the trunk, giving them a quick glance, then dropping them back in. There was no order to what was in there: piles of notebooks, pictures, random pieces of paper. There was an old ledger book full of carefully recorded payments from the patients Thomas Endicott saw. Ash and Mal laughed when they saw that sometimes he was paid in eggs, salt pork, a bushel of apples. Ashley recognized the bookkeeper’s handwriting as Frankie’s.

“And Frankie lived with Thomas and Margaret?” Malcolm asked.

“They took her in when she was thirteen or fourteen. Seems she was orphaned when she was really little, and she was kind of shuffled from house to house until the Endicotts got to town.”

Malcolm continued to riffle through the papers. “Whoa! This must be them,” he said, holding up an old black-and-white photo. In it, a stern-looking man with pale hair and eyes stood with his arm around a petite woman who looked like she was trying hard not to smile. They were in front of the house on Main Street, with the painted sign next to the door that read DR. THOMAS ENDICOTT, PHYSICIAN AND SURGEON.

“Wow,” Ashley said. “I’ve never seen a picture of them before.”

She looked more closely at the serious-looking couple, thought, This is where Gram came from. This is where I came from.

“You kinda look like her,” Malcolm said, squinting from the photo in his hand to Ashley’s face. “Around the eyes especially.” Ashley saw the resemblance too; saw herself, her mother, and Gram in this woman’s face.

“I think you do too,” she said to Mal, who had the same dark eyes, the same slope of the nose.

She was sorry she’d never seen a picture of her great-grandparents before; sorry, and a little angry that such a big part of her own history had been kept from her. She understood her mother in this moment; her passion for genealogy, her insistence that to truly understand who we are in the present, we had to look to the people who came before us in the past. This photo, and all the others, had been hidden in a trunk in Gram’s house for years—for Ashley’s whole life, probably.

“And this must be Frankie,” Malcolm said, holding up another photo. In it, Dr. Endicott had his arm over the shoulders of a young person wearing men’s pants and a coat. Her hair was cut short and she had a wry smile. There were a couple more photos of her: one with Margaret, each of them holding a pie and smiling. In another, she had her arm around a stocky girl with pale hair in a dress trimmed with lace. They both looked like they’d been laughing, caught right in the middle of a joke that only they understood.

“Do you think she actually died in the flu outbreak, like Josephine said?” Mal asked.

“I don’t know. And honestly, looking through this diary, I’m thinking maybe what wiped out the town in the spring of 1919 wasn’t influenza. Not the one that hit the rest of the country anyway.”

“Huh?”

“Frankie was keeping the diary at the time of the 1918 flu outbreak,” Ashley explained. “She used it as both a personal diary and a medical logbook, telling what patients she and her uncle saw each day, what new things her uncle taught her, and notes on medical texts she was reading. Between her uncle’s hands-on teaching and her studying his medical books, she sounds like a highly competent assistant.”

Ashley flipped to a page about halfway through the book. “These entries here, they’re from the fall of 1918. She writes about people in town being ill with the ‘Spanish flu,’ and that matches up with the influenza epidemic that was raging all over the country at the time. About half the town got sick with all the symptoms you’d expect—high fever, fatigue, cough, respiratory distress. Fourteen people died. It was terrible. But if you keep going, you see that by January, the flu was over. The only calls the doctor and Frankie had were pretty routine: someone had a baby, a household got a bad case of ‘winter diarrhea,’ whatever that is, a man at the factory lost three fingers in a saw accident. Well, actually four. They had to amputate his pinkie because it was almost severed—just hanging by a flap of skin.”

“Well, that’s gross,” Mal said, rubbing the fingers of his own right hand.

“I know, sorry,” Ash said, smiling a little. Mal liked to get her with jump scares, but she knew real-world gore and body trauma freaked her brother out.

“But it came back, right?” Malcolm said. “The flu came back.”

That’s what Gram had said. The story they’d both been told their whole lives.

“No… I don’t think so,” Ash said, shaking her head slowly. She wished like hell she could go back in time, ask her mother what she knew about all this.

What might her mother have told her if Ash had said yes to that meeting for coffee?

Listen, her mother whispered to her now.

“People started getting sick, yes, but it doesn’t sound anything like influenza, or any other transmissible respiratory disease I know of.”

“For real?” Malcolm asked. He stepped away from the trunk and settled onto the bed next to her.

“Yeah. First off, it began with the horses.”

Her face was flushed, her heart beating a little harder. She knew she’d discovered something important, something big. She wished she had her laptop and an internet connection—there were so many zoonotic diseases, some very rare, and so much was still poorly understood in Frankie and Dr. Endicott’s day. She wasn’t even sure how long they’d been using modern stethoscopes in 1919, for God’s sake. With access to PubMed and a few other medical databases, she might be able to narrow it down. She’d try to go to the library later, see if they had a computer she could sign onto for an hour or two to see what she could find.

Ash continued, “Every horse in town was sick within twenty-four hours. The symptoms were primarily respiratory, but they became aggressive—like going crazy and ripping each other apart type of aggressive. They shot the horses, but the next day, Thomas Endicott saw his very first patient with the same symptoms.”

“So, what? It, like, jumped from horse to human? Rabies maybe?” Malcolm asked.

“That’s what Dr. Endicott thought at first, but it wasn’t. There are all kinds of diseases that start with animals—swine flu, bird flu, Ebola, hantavirus, the list goes on and on. If I remember right, something like sixty percent of infectious diseases in humans are zoonotic.”

“Come again?” Mal frowned at her, rubbed at his beard.

“Zoonotic. They can be traced back to animal origins.”

Mal grimaced. “How does a person get a sickness from a horse? Did they, like, get sneezed on or something? Or was it from a bite?”

Ashley shivered at the idea of a sick horse sinking its enormous teeth into human flesh. She thought of the horse her mother had been riding in her hallucinations: the blood-specked foam around its mouth, the yellow glowing eyes. It was just like Frankie’s description of the sick animals.

“I don’t know,” Ashley said. “But I’m pretty sure who patient zero was.”

“Who?” Malcolm asked.

“The knackerman.”

“I’m sorry? The knackerman as in the weirdo who is currently going around terrorizing this town, painting creepy pictures on doors?”

“I mean, obviously not the same guy, but there’s got to be a connection. Frankie writes a lot about the knackerman in her diary. He lived outside of town, at the top of a place called Saw Meadow Hill. He was who you called when a large animal died. He hauled them away, tanned their hides, made glue, that kind of thing. I guess it was an important job back then, maybe as important as town doctor, in a way. So when the horses got sick in 1919 and died or were shot, he was called like normal, to cart away their bodies. When he showed up in town, he was sick. Same symptoms as the horses had: fever, labored breathing, jaundice, and erratic, violent behavior. He trashed the exam room when Dr. Endicott and Frankie were trying to check him out. And then…” She hesitated, not sure how much detail to share with Malcolm.

“What?” Mal asked.

“He got very sick very quickly. Lost consciousness. In the night, Frankie woke to check on him, and neither she nor Thomas could find a heartbeat.”

“So he died?”

“That’s what they believed. But in the morning, he was gone. So they must have been mistaken—I don’t know how sensitive their stethoscopes were, it’s not like they could put him on a monitor, look for brain activity.”

“Okay, but it’s also not like it was caveman times, or they were amateurs.…”

Ash nodded. “Yeah, of course. But apparently he got up and walked out of the house while they were all sleeping, and proceeded to rove around the town, attacking people. Maybe making them sick too.”

“So we’re talking about a for-real fucking zombie plague here?”

“Mal, I don’t think—” She held up a hand in a come on now gesture.

“So what happened to him? Did the sickness finally kill him? Or was it like in the movies and he had to have his head cut off to stop him?”

She shook her head, sorry she’d shared the no-discernible-heartbeat part of the story. “That’s what sucks—there’s no way to know,” Ash admitted. “Gram tore the final pages out of the book.” She ran her fingers over the ragged bits of page that were left at the end, a few partial words here and there, but nothing she could make sense of.

“Okay,” Malcolm said. “The knackerman’s unmarked grave is with the other victims from that same time period, in the cemetery.”

“In the final entries before the missing pages, she writes about how the townsfolk were trying to hunt him down. They blamed him for everyone getting sick, thought he was cursed or a demon or something.”

“So you think they might have killed him?” Malcolm asked.

“Maybe? Wouldn’t be the first or last time a superstition and fear of the unknown got someone killed.”

Mal rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “He can’t still be alive, right?”

Ash shook her head. “Come on, Mal. He was an adult before Gram was even born. He’d be way over a hundred years old.”

“But if he was a zombie…”

“Malcolm,” she said flatly, giving him a warning look.

“Okay, if you say so. Well, maybe it was, like, his ghost or something? That you saw?”

Ashley forced out a squeaky laugh that sounded all wrong. “It was no ghost, Malcolm. Ghosts don’t use real paint.” She held up her hand, displaying the traces of sticky red paint still on her fingertips.

He nodded. “I’ll see what more I can find out about the knackerman from Josephine today.” He looked at his watch. “Oh shit, I’ve gotta go.”

“I’m going to try to find Mini and talk to her, see what she can tell me about the creepy red horse paintings. Maybe go to the library and do a little research. I’ll stop by Josephine’s later and see if you need rescuing.”

“Yeah, I don’t want to be stuck there in old lady doll-land all day,” Mal said as he zipped up his jacket.

“Promise me you won’t bring up your… business idea?” Ash said.

“I won’t say a word about it,” he assured her. Then, with a wink, he added, “Though I may surreptitiously check out the kitchen and dining room to see if they’d work for a B&B.”

“Mal—”

He raised his hands in surrender. “I’ll be good, I swear. I won’t say anything. But it is a great idea, isn’t it? Can’t you just see it? Endicott House Bed-and-Breakfast. Comfortable lodgings and farm-to-table dining located in the heart of…” He considered which adjective to use. “Picturesque Boone’s Ferry, Vermont. Leave the real world behind. Join us and feel like you’ve stepped back in time.”
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March 15, 1919

We all gathered at first light outside of the home of David and Mercy Banks, where I’d lived from the ages of nine to thirteen. Strange to look at it now and think how little it felt like home.

They’d fashioned a harness out of rope and leather so the men could take turns pulling a toboggan loaded with bags containing clothing, food, and water. There were snowshoes for each member of the party. The ladies were given ski poles to help walk and balance.

“The snow will be deeper up on the mountain,” David said. He, Chauncey, and Harold, now a boy of fourteen, carried rifles and wore wool hunting clothes. The youngest boy, Stewart, was ten and also dressed in wool but carried no weapon.

The snow had stopped falling and was starting to melt under the weak sun, but there was still half a foot of it, and David was right—it would be deeper, and much harder going, on the mountain. To escape the valley, you needed to go up. The easiest and most direct way out was the one they were taking, over the East Ridge Road that began at the end of Main Street by Luther St. James’s farm and wound its way up, then down again on the western face of the mountain, like a great snake.

Pearl was having trouble with her snowshoes. Her fingers were trembling, and she couldn’t get the buckles fastened.

“Let me help you,” I said, getting down on my knees and strapping Pearl’s leather boots into the snowshoes. The snowshoes were made from shaped ash and strips of rawhide with leather buckles. As I tightened the buckles, I wondered if this was one of the pairs the knackerman had made.

Pearl was wearing her father’s waxed coat with a hood, layered over her own wool coat.

“You’re ready,” I said, standing.

“Am I?” Pearl asked, eyes boring into mine. “I feel as though there’s something important I’m leaving behind.”

I felt everyone’s eyes on us: my aunt and uncle, David and Mercy, Chauncey and the boys.

“I’m sure you have all you need for the trip,” I said, choosing my words carefully.

“Give me a hug for luck,” Pearl said, and I embraced her, felt my lover’s familiar arms wrap around my waist. I worried that it was for the last time, but pushed the thought away. It seemed too cruel, having to say good-bye to her with everyone watching. Having to pretend I was just saying good-bye to a good friend and not the human being I loved most in this world; my other half, my beautiful wicked fox. I longed to kiss her one last time but knew it was impossible. I was a tempest of nerves, frustration, heartbreak, and fury, but I did my best to keep any trace of these feelings from showing on my face.

I felt Pearl’s hand slip into the pocket of my wool coat, for just a second. She drew back.

“Let’s be off then,” she said, looking away, putting on her best brave smile.

Uncle Thomas and Aunt Margaret were holding hands, whispering to each other.

“Come here and give me a hug for luck too, Frances,” Aunt Margaret said. I threw my arms around my aunt, clinging tightly to her, wanting to sob like a little child, but holding it back.

A good doctor, my uncle always told me, knows how to put his emotions into a little box when there’s work to be done.

“I love you,” Margaret said, putting her gloved hands on my face. “I love you like you’re my own daughter. And I will not sleep easy again until you and your uncle are back with me.”

I hugged my aunt tighter. At last, when I could form the words, I said, “We’ll come to you as quickly as we can.”

Aunt Margaret kissed my cheek, we all said our final good-byes, and the party of seven trudged down Main Street, Chauncey in the lead, packing down the trail the others followed.

Uncle Thomas and I stood in the street in front of the Banks home. Neither of us spoke or moved, only watched as the group got farther and farther away, until the street bent to the west, and they were out of sight.

At last, Uncle Thomas spoke. “Let’s make some coffee and oatmeal, then go on our rounds, Frankie. We’ve got a lot of patients to visit today.”



WHEN WE RETURNED home, I took off my coat, carefully pulling out the folded piece of paper Pearl had slipped me. My uncle went to gather supplies from the office. I went into the kitchen, feeling Aunt Margaret’s absence acutely. I added wood to the stove, got down a pan and poured in oatmeal and water, filled the coffeepot, and put both pots on to heat.

Then I stood by the window and opened the note from Pearl.


My Darling,

If you miss me while I’m gone, go to our secret place. I’ll be there, waiting for you each afternoon in our dream house full of dust and cobwebs. You may not be able to see me, but you’ll feel me.

The real, solid me will be waiting for you in Amsterdale. Then we shall board a train and go and find our real dream house. Go and make a new life together, the world be damned.

Yours, forever and always,

P



As my uncle came into the kitchen, I slid the note into my pocket, and blinked back the tears stinging my eyes.

We ate breakfast in silence, and went out to do rounds, stopping at house after house where people had either taken ill or gone missing. The platters of offerings left on stoops, the bundles of herbs hung in windows, the symbols painted on doors made Boone’s Ferry—the only home I’d ever known—feel unsettling, unholy.

Some people, the frail and elderly, seemed to succumb to the sickness, too weak to wander. They spoke like madmen, but lay coughing, suffocating in their own secretions, finally slipping out of consciousness until the lack of oxygen killed them. Uncle Thomas and I gave morphine to ease their suffering, but there was little else we could do. With the help of family, we often bound the sick and mad to their beds. In some cases, distraught husbands, wives, and children refused. Uncle Thomas sedated those who were wild, thrashing, lashing out against us. But soon, I knew, we would run out of what little sedatives we had left. And each time I helped Uncle Thomas restrain one of the afflicted, I knew it was only a matter of time until one or both of us were bitten.

It was far worse than the horrors of the influenza outbreak last fall, which, I must admit, pushed us to our very limits in every way. How, I wondered, could we possibly find our way through this?

Sometimes I wish I were a person of faith—that I had some god or deity to pray to and seek comfort from. I heard my uncle pray sometimes. I was never sure if it was for Margaret’s benefit, or if he truly believed. Over and over, I found myself asking the same question I had asked during the flu outbreak as I watched men, women, and children drowning in their own secretions: If there was a God, how could he do this to us? What cruelty was in his heart?

When Uncle Thomas and I returned home from our rounds, it was nearly noon already and we found Bert Osbourne waiting on the doorstep.

“It’s Clarice,” he said. He looked pale and shaken. “They’ve found her. Out in the woods near where the river bends.”

“Is she alive?” I asked.

“I can’t say,” he told us. “They were carrying her toward the church.”

My heart sank like a great lead ball in my chest. If she’d been alive, if there had been any chance of saving her, they would have carried her to us. Bringing her to the church meant only one thing.

“Let’s go.” Uncle Thomas squeezed my hand, trying to rally us both. He was still wearing his coat and clutching his medical bag.



WE ARRIVED AT the church to find a group of men gathered there: Michael Knapp, Pete Talbott, Robbie Prichard, and Jim Collins—Luther’s young farmhand. Jim didn’t meet my eye when I looked at him. Reverend Davies had been praying, saying something about Jesus having mercy, about the trickster Satan being driven out, when we walked in and he looked up. The church was dark inside, lit only by the dim sunlight coming in through the windows and a few oil lamps. It had been years since I last attended church, but I immediately recognized the close, almost claustrophobic feeling, the smell of the oil lamps, candles, and incense Reverend Davies sometimes burned combined with old wood and furniture polish.

Finally we reached Mrs. Stoddard. She was up at the front of the church, in the sanctuary before the altar, the men in a loose circle around her. She lay on her back in a floral dress that was several sizes too large. Her hands and feet were purple, her hair a nest of tangles.

Just behind her, Jesus watched from the cross, his hands and feet nailed and bleeding, his head ringed with a crown of thorns, his eyes half open. Above the crucifix, a round window let in rays of diffuse light.

“Was she dressed when you found her?” Uncle Thomas asked, getting down on his knees. I joined him there on the ground, ready to assist in any way I could. He felt her neck for a pulse, put his ear to her chest and shook his head. She was gone.

The dead have a certain look: a waxy pallor, a film over the eyes. They no longer look human to me, but like a shell of what once was, an empty cup. It always makes my heart ache—to see how little is left when a person passes from this world on to the next.

Mrs. Stoddard had always been so kind to me. Treated me like her own daughter when I was young. Made molasses cookies when I visited because she knew they were my favorite. Now she lay there, lifeless, an empty husk. The sweet and rotten smell still came off her. I was so grateful that Pearl had left town, that she was not here to see her mother like this.

“Was she dressed when you found her?” Uncle Thomas asked again, more firmly this time.

“No,” Reverend Davies said. “She was unclothed when they brought her in. I thought it was only right to preserve her decency, to cover her up in the house of God. So I asked Gayle for one of her dresses.”

Gayle was Reverend Davies’s wife, leader of the church choir, and a good friend of Aunt Margaret’s.

“Help me with this, Frankie,” Uncle Thomas said as he began undoing the buttons on the dress.

“What are you doing, Doctor?” Reverend Davies asked. “Isn’t it clear that the poor woman is beyond saving? She’s with Jesus now.”

“Her soul is free of the wicked one at last,” added Robbie Prichard.

“Hasn’t she been through enough, Doc? Out there for days, consorting with the devil. Doesn’t she deserve to be left at peace?” asked Michael Knapp as my uncle and I continued to undress her.

“I shall examine the body,” Thomas said determinedly.

“I don’t think—” the reverend started to argue.

“If we have any chance of surviving this sickness, I need to understand all I can about it.”

I knew he was right. Clarice Stoddard had been the picture of health when she was bitten, making her the first such person to succumb to the sickness. Her body might hold some sort of clue, something to help Uncle Thomas understand how to prevent more deaths.

“My God,” Uncle Thomas said as soon as her upper body was bared. “Who did this?” he demanded, glancing up and looking from one man’s face to another.

“We found her like this,” Pete said. “I swear.”

“She was out at the base of Saw Meadow Hill,” Michael added.

The bandage on her arm was gone, the bite wound red and festering, a yellowish, foul-smelling pus leaking from it.

Her skin had a yellow tinge but was mottled with purple and black in places—signs of frostbite, of dying tissue.

Yet it was clear that neither the cold nor the mysterious illness had killed her.

Clarice had been shot with a bullet straight through the heart.
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Her mother closed the curtains in the living room and forbade her to look through them.

“We’re not to go out. Not to be seen. We’ve been shunned, Mini, so like it or not, this is the way we live until he comes for us.”

The way her mother said it made Mini wonder if maybe Mama knew she’d snuck out twice yesterday: to the Holland pasture, and then later to the cemetery. But there was no way she’d know. Still, Mama had a suspicious look in her eye, like she no longer trusted Mini. And why should she?

“Yes, Mama,” she said, head bowed.

Mini went up to her room, pulled back the curtain, and peeked out. She looked for the cardinal she’d seen yesterday, wondering if he might have something else to show her, but he wasn’t there.

She thought and thought about the white horse, Stella.

She thought about the watch in her pocket.

She looked at the window, squinting her eyes, remembering the figure she’d seen behind her yesterday, willing her to come back, but all Mini saw was her own reflection.

She hadn’t seen her brother yet today. He hadn’t come out of his room. Papa was in his usual spot by the fireplace, smoking cigarettes, staring into the cold ashes. No fire today even with frost on the grass this morning and cold mist covering the town like a blanket. No breakfast either. Mini had fixed herself a piece of bread with jelly. Mama had made strong black coffee for her and Papa, but that was all.

After following the bird to the pasture yesterday, she’d gone to the cemetery, which she probably shouldn’t have done. But she didn’t know how else to reach him, to leave him a message.

But that had backfired too, just like everything else.

The strangers had seen her.

And now the woman from the cemetery yesterday, Ashley, who’d shone the light from her phone in Mini’s eyes, was walking down their street, right toward the house. And she was carrying Mini’s horse! He was there, tucked right under her arm.

“No, no, no, no,” Mini moaned, a useless incantation.

Shiloh, who was curled on her bed, opened one eye to look at her.

This was bad. Very bad.

Ashley was going to come right up to the door and knock-knock-knock and tell Mama and Papa all about Mini being in the cemetery. Say, “We met your little girl last night by the knackerman’s grave, and she left her toy behind.”

As if Mini could possibly get into any more trouble.

What would Mama do? Lock her in her room? Tie her up outside with a note for the knackerman, saying, Come get her. She deserves it?

Mini held her breath, watching. Ashley glanced up, saw Mini, gave a barely discernible tilt of the head; a gesture that clearly meant come on, follow me. Then she kept on walking down the street.

Should she go? If she didn’t, Ashley might come back to the house and knock.

Mini closed and locked her bedroom door. Mama wasn’t going to come up and ask if her special girl wanted pancakes or French toast for breakfast. Papa wasn’t going to tease her about the funny cowlick in her hair she could never get to behave and lie flat. And Finn, he probably wouldn’t come out of his room, period. He might have died in there by now for all she knew.

She put on her oldest, most patched pair of jeans she used when she was helping Mama in the garden, slipped on her oversized blue hoodie—a hand-me-down from Finn—and pulled up the hood, her best hope for a sort-of disguise. She opened her bedroom window, checked to see that the street was empty, dropped quickly onto the little roof that covered the side porch, and clambered down the old pear tree, as she had so many times before. Head down, willing herself not to look back, she sprinted up the street, in the direction Ashley had gone.

It didn’t take long to find her. She was up ahead, turning left onto the old dirt road that led to the side entrance of the cemetery.

Mini moved quickly, keeping her gaze downward, not wanting anyone who happened to pass by to recognize her. But no one passed. The streets were deserted, everyone at school, the factory, or home. But it was more than the time of day; she felt like people were hiding, waiting.

She turned onto the dirt road carpeted in old pine needles, slowing a bit now, taking time to catch her breath and think. What did this woman want with her? Was she dangerous? Mini had been warned her whole life about the danger of outsiders. A person from out of town, a person who hadn’t grown up in Boone’s Ferry, they would never understand the things that went on here. You mustn’t reveal secrets to an outsider. They might tell the authorities, who would come to town and ruin everything. Kids would be taken away, adults questioned and punished. Boone’s Ferry would never survive.

And above all, outsiders must never, ever hear about the knackerman.

Mini had broken that rule too, last night when she told them whose grave it was.

But really, what did she have to lose anymore?

The knackerman was coming for her and her family. It was only a matter of time.

“Not long,” Mama had said. “He’ll come for us soon.”

Was he watching her now?

She didn’t think so. The knackerman began his ride at dusk. Night was his time. In the light of day, they were all safe.

Mini didn’t feel safe, though. She felt eyes on her watching from all directions. She imagined the trees, the old dead grass, even the rocks spying, and that later they would whisper their secrets to the knackerman.

She passed the back side of the church, with the yard where they held picnics and festivals several times a year. Just beyond it, she turned and walked into the cemetery.

Ashley was waiting for her next to the knackerman’s nameless grave.

“I’m glad you came,” Ashley said with a smile.

Mini was quiet for a few seconds, looking at the ground. She could feel Ashley’s eyes on her and she didn’t like it.

“And I’m glad you didn’t knock on my door. If my parents found out I was out here yesterday, I’d be in even worse trouble than I already am.”

“What kind of trouble are you in, Mini?” Ashley asked.

Mini shook her head, kept her eyes on the smooth black stone that marked the grave. “The worst kind.”

Her throat felt thick and strange, and tears started up in the corners of her eyes.

Don’t cry, don’t cry, don’t cry.

She concentrated on the sounds around her: the chickadees in the bushes, a dog barking somewhere far away, the ticking of the watch in her pocket.

“Tell me,” Ashley said, voice soft and soothing. “Maybe I can help. See, I happen to know a thing or two about trouble.” She gave Mini a sad smile, and in that smile Mini knew it was true.

But there was no helping Mini. Not with this.

Mini just shook her head, said, “Thanks for bringing my horse.”

“He’s a pretty horse. Does he have a name?”

“Justin. After Justin Morgan. ’Cause he’s a Morgan horse.”

“Is that so?” Ashley said, moving so that she was beside Mini, not staring her down anymore. She passed the horse over. “I have to admit, I don’t know a thing about horses. To be honest, they’ve always kind of freaked me out.”

Horses were one of Mini’s absolute favorite animals. She couldn’t imagine why anyone would be scared of them.

“How come? Did you get thrown or something?”

Ashley shook her head. “No. Nothing like that. I’ve just always been a little afraid—well, maybe more than a little afraid—of them. It’s their size mostly. And their teeth. Those huge blocky teeth. And they can run so fast. If a horse was chasing you, you wouldn’t have a chance.”

“Horses don’t chase people. Not unless a rider makes them.”

“I’m not saying my little phobia has any basis in reality. I guess that’s the true definition of a phobia, right?”

Mini nodded. She knew she should go. Should get back home before someone caught her. But she liked talking to Ashley. Ashley didn’t treat Mini like she was a dumb kid, say something like, You know what a phobia is, right? Mini read a lot of books. She knew more than most kids her age about a lot of things.

“Mine’s spiders,” Mini admitted. “Most animals I love, even all the creepy-crawly ones like ants and bees and those orange-and-black beetles that eat dead things. But spiders scare me.”

Ashley nodded. “That’s a pretty common one. Malcolm, my brother, he’s terrified of snakes. And he faints if he sees blood. But don’t tell him I shared that with you, okay? He’s a little embarrassed about it.”

“I won’t tell,” Mini promised, and meant it. She was a good secret keeper.

They were quiet a few seconds and Mini liked it. Most people didn’t like lulls in conversation and kept talking just to fill the silence. She liked that Ashley didn’t feel the need to do that.

“Why’d you come here?” Mini asked, knowing she shouldn’t, but she longed to know. To understand. “No one comes to Boone’s Ferry. Well, hunters sometimes, but you and your brother aren’t hunters, are you?”

Ashley looked around the cemetery. “We had family here once. My great-grandfather was the town doctor a long time ago. Back during the flu.”

“Dr. Endicott?” Mini said.

Ashley turned and looked at Mini. “You know his name?”

“Sure. We learned about him in school. He was an important man. He saved a lot of people back then. He’s the reason the whole town didn’t die in the flu.”

Ashley nodded. “He had a helper. A young woman named Frankie O’Massey. Have you heard of her?”

Mini puzzled over the name, but it wasn’t familiar to her. She shook her head, then said, “I never heard of her. You should go see Miss Josephine. She lives in Dr. Endicott’s old house. She knows what happened to everyone in this whole town. I don’t think there’s anything that’s ever happened here in Boone’s Ferry that Miss Josephine doesn’t know about.” Mini bit her lip, thinking she’d said too much. And thinking that maybe it wasn’t such a good idea, sending Ashley to see Miss Josephine.

Ashley smiled. “Actually, I met her yesterday. She showed us her dolls.”

“It’s like a museum in there. My dad’s family are on the third shelf by the window. And my mom’s are right across from it.” It always made Mini feel a little strange—going into Miss Josephine’s and looking at those rows of dolls, her ancestors. The way Miss Josephine would say, “This is where you come from, Mini. You would not be here, none of us would, if it weren’t for these people who came before us. The past shapes the future.”

“The dolls are pretty amazing,” Ashley said now. “One of them was a little freaky, though. The knackerman.”

Mini gasped. “She showed you that?”

She couldn’t believe it. Josephine had broken the rules! Mini’s heart thumped in her chest. Miss Josephine, of all people! She was the biggest rule follower in the whole town.

Miss Josephine scared Mini a little. Sometimes, when she was in Miss Josephine’s house looking at those dolls, the old lady felt almost as scary as the knackerman himself. She’d said that to her mama once, and Mama had given her a light whack on the head and told her she mustn’t say such things and that Miss Josephine was pretty much the most important person in the whole town and she deserved respect. But the way Mama said it made Mini think Mama was a little afraid of Miss Josephine too.

“What did she say about the knackerman?” Mini asked, unable to help herself.

“That he’s just a story people tell.” Ashley bit her lip, looked down at the grave, at the offerings laid out there. “But he’s more than that, isn’t he, Mini?”

She waited, watching Mini. Mini held perfectly still, like she was playing hide-and-seek. Only this was a new kind of hide-and-seek. She was hiding her feelings, hiding the truth. She kept her body still, her face expressionless as an old china doll’s.

“A story doesn’t have a grave of his own,” Ashley went on. “People don’t leave gifts for a story.” She reached down, touched a bottle of rum and a dried-up bouquet of daisies. “They don’t leave notes.” She looked Mini right in the eye.

Mini took in a squeaky-sounding breath, her throat tightening.

“And no story I know has the power to come and paint a red mark on your door in the night.”

Mini took a step back. “I have to go,” she said.

“What does the mark mean, Mini?” Ashley asked.

“I can’t tell you. I’m sorry! It’s got nothing to do with you. You should go. You and your brother, just get in your car and drive away from here.”

Ashley shook her head. “You’re wrong,” she said. “It’s very much got something to do with me. See, you’re not the only one with the mark on your door. Last night, someone—something—came to visit me and painted the same thing on the door of my motel room.”

“No,” Mini said, her head spinning. It wasn’t possible.

“Please, Mini. What does it mean?”

“It means…” Mini thought; she considered lying, saying it meant nothing, that it was just some kids messing around. But if it was true that Ashley had gotten the mark, she deserved to know the truth.

“It means you’ve been marked. He’s coming for you.”

“Coming for me?”

“You’ve broken the rules. You’ve… displeased him in some way.”

“Him?”

“The knackerman.”

Ashley was quiet a second, staring down at the blank grave of the knackerman. Then she looked right at Mini. “Why is the mark on your door?”

Mini sighed. “I broke the most important rule of all—I saw him. You’re never supposed to lay eyes on him. You’re supposed to put out the gifts and lock your door, draw your shades, get into bed.”

“You actually saw him?”

Mini nodded. “I hid in the bushes and spied. I… needed to know. I wasn’t sure he was even real. I thought maybe he was just a story, like the tooth fairy? But he’s real all right.”

“What did he look like?”

Mini didn’t answer, just stared down at the toy horse in her hands, squeezing it hard.

“Mini, if what you’re saying is true, if he’s really coming for you, and for me, then we’ve got to help each other.”

Mini thought for a minute. Her whole family was doomed because of her one stupid act.

“I saw the knackerman too,” Ashley said.

“You did?”

“Last night. I opened the door when I heard him there, and saw him right in front of me. He had a white horse skull where his head should be. A long patchwork leather coat with a hood.”

Mini’s whole body went cold and she shivered. “Was he on a white horse?”

“No, just standing there. God, I slammed that door so quick,” Ashley said, laughing even though it wasn’t funny. “Was he on a horse when you saw him?”

Mini nodded.

“You said in your note that you knew a secret about him. And that you had something of his. Can you tell me?”

Mini frowned. Felt the watch in her pocket. “The horse he rode when he came to my house, it was a horse I know. Her name is Stella, and she belongs to Mr. Holland. I know it’s her, not some other white horse, because I saw the red paint on her yesterday.”

Ashley nodded. “Do you think Mr. Holland is the knackerman?”

Mini giggled. “No way! He uses a cane and is all bent over. People have to help him with everything.”

Ashley nodded again. Mini reached into her pocket, pulled out the watch, and showed it to Ashley. “He dropped this. The night I saw him.”

Ashley took the watch from her, studied it. “I know who this belonged to,” she said.

“Who?”

“Frankie O’Massey.”

There was that name again. The name Mini didn’t know. “But the initials are all wrong.”

“It was Dr. Endicott’s. See, T for Thomas, C for Christopher, and the big fancy E in the middle is for Endicott. He gave it to her. She treasured it, carried it everywhere she went.”

Mini bit her lip. Why did the knackerman have this lady Frankie’s watch?

Ashley handed the watch back. “You know what, Mini? I know a secret about the knackerman too.”

Mini’s eyes widened. “You do?”

“The knackerman was real once. He was a real man who lived up on Saw Meadow Hill. And he was the first person who got sick the spring of 1919. I think—I think maybe people in town did something bad to him.”

Mini said nothing. Her head was spinning again.

She reached inside her shirt, pulled out the little charm she kept on a string. It was supposed to protect her, to keep her safe. But it hadn’t done Mini a whole lot of good, had it?

She rubbed the cloth bag between her fingers.

“What’s that?” Ashley asked, leaning toward it.

“It’s supposed to protect me. Miss Josephine makes them. She gives them to everyone in town.”

“I know that smell,” Ashley said.

“It’s full of herbs and stuff,” Mini explained. “Miss Josephine says it’s an old recipe handed down from a woman who was a healer back during the flu. It’s supposed to keep him away.”

“Him?”

“The knackerman.”

“But the knackerman is long gone, Mini.”

“He cursed the town,” Mini said. She took in a breath and recited the facts she’d been taught her whole life. “He vowed to come back, to make everyone pay. And four times a year, on the full moon, he comes. The whole town leaves gifts for him.”

“Come back? Like a ghost?” Ashley said.

“We’ve got to leave him gifts. Not just any gifts, but good gifts. If we don’t, if they’re not good enough, he’ll ruin the corn crops, make winter last extra long, make people sick even. He can make bad things happen.”

“So everyone in town believes in this?” Ashley’s eyes were wide.

“Sure. We learn all about him in school. And Reverend Quinn does a special service for the knackerman every fall. It’s during the harvest festival. Miss Josephine always gets up and tells a story. She knows all the knackerman stories.”

“She does, huh?”

Mini nodded. “She says it’s important that none of us ever forget them. That they’re part of our history.”

“And every family in town leaves these gifts?”

“Oh yes. On the Wolf Moon, Pink Moon, Buck Moon, and Hunter’s Moon. We leave food. Special cakes. Coins. Beer and liquor. Tobacco. Drawings and notes of thanks. If you don’t leave things, or if you break the rules—you get the mark.”

“What are the rules?” Ashley asked.

“Well, you have to always give generously. Then you go inside, lock your door, and close the shades. You can’t ever try to see the knackerman.” Here her voice got quiet, regretful. She swallowed hard. “The other big rule is that you never, ever tell an outsider about the knackerman. You never share the secrets of our town. Because he’s always listening. He always knows.” She pursed her lips, looked around the cemetery, eyes darting, searching the shadows for one of his spies.

“And if you mess up at all, you get the horse painted on your door?” Ashley asked.

Mini nodded. “Then everyone in town can see. Can see that you broke the rules. That you betrayed the knackerman. Not just him, but your own family, the whole town.” She bit her lip.

“What happens then?” Ashley asked. “What does the mark mean?”

“If you get the mark, something terrible happens.”

“Something terrible? Like what?”

Mini shrugged her shoulders, stayed hunched up, like she was trying to shrink up into herself, like a turtle hiding in an invisible shell. “It’s different each time. Sometimes there’s a fire. Sometimes a sickness. But mostly, the person who messed up just… isn’t around anymore.” She lowered her voice to a whisper. “He takes them.”

Ashley blew out a long, slow breath.

“Mini, do you remember when the town hall burned down? It was about two years ago.”

Mini swallowed the lump in her throat. “Of course I do. That was how Sad Willy got to be Sad Willy.”

“Sad Willy? I’m pretty sure we saw him at Loon’s Call yesterday—why do they call him that?”

“Ever since the fire, he drinks a lot. He wears dirty clothes and sleeps under the bridge. I’m not supposed to talk to him, but I sometimes do. I think he’s nice. Most kids, they’re mean to him. Throw rocks at him and stuff.”

“That’s awful,” said Ashley, and Mini could tell she meant it.

Mini went on, “See, Willy was married to a lady named Anna O’Brien. They got the mark on their door. The knackerman, he set that fire at the town hall the next day, ’cause that’s where Anna worked. Willy tried to save her, ran into the fire and everything. People say he fought the knackerman, but that the knackerman let him live. He has a fake foot now, but I don’t think it’s a good one because he limps really bad.”

Ashley’s face had gone white as a sheet. “Wh-where…” she stammered, “… where can I find this Willy?”

“He’s down by the river mostly. Under the bridge near the factory.”

Ashley nodded, licked her lips. She reached into her purse, pulled out a photo.

“Mini, do you remember a woman, a stranger, who came to town two years ago, around the time the town hall burned?” She held out the photo for Mini to see.

Mini glanced at the photo and, for the first time, made the connection. The strange woman from two years ago looked a lot like Ashley. She nodded.

“Did she get the mark also?” Ashley asked in a small voice that made it sound like she might not really want to hear the answer.

Or maybe it was that she already knew the answer.

Mini nodded. “Right on her door at the Deer Run Motel. Just… just like you did, Miss Ashley.”

Ashley looked really scared now, but Mini could tell she was trying to sound brave. “Do you know what happened to her?”

Mini wasn’t sure what to say. She never saw the outsider lady who looked like Ashley again, after the fire. At last she ventured, “I’m not real sure. Maybe she left town? Went home?”

But she could tell that Ashley didn’t believe that any more than Mini herself believed it.





THIRTY-FOUR FRANKIE [image: ]

March 15, 1919

We arrived back at home a little after noon; this time, it was Luther St. James waiting for us.

“What do you know about what happened to Mrs. Stoddard?” Thomas demanded.

Luther shook his head. “Mrs. Stoddard? Nothing.”

“She’s dead.”

“Terrible thing,” Luther said, looking away. “But maybe it’s better that the sickness took her. Rather than having her suffer. Running around mad, possessed, in those woods.”

“The sickness didn’t kill her,” Uncle Thomas said, his words tinged with an uncharacteristic fury. “She’s been shot. Murdered. You wouldn’t know anything about that, would you, Luther?”

Luther took a step toward Uncle Thomas, the scar on his forehead looking paler as his face colored with anger. “Just what are you accusing me of, Doctor?”

“You’ve been leading groups of men into the woods with guns, filling their heads with nonsense about demons.”

“I’ve been doing what I need to do to protect this town. Someone’s got to!”

“And does protecting the town mean killing an innocent woman?” Thomas asked.

“No,” Luther said grimly. “And you know damn well I wouldn’t hurt any woman, much less poor Clarice. I’ve been tending to her husband, in fact. That’s why I’ve come to get you.”

“What’s happened to Benjamin?” Uncle Thomas asked sharply.

“You better come see for yourself,” Luther said.

We accompanied Luther through the slushy streets to the Stoddard home, where we peeled off our overcoats and hurried up the stairs.

My heart raced; I feared what we might find there.

Luther’s son, Henry, was sitting with Benjamin, in a straight-backed chair several feet from the bed. A look of relief washed over Henry’s face when he saw us.

Benjamin was awake and speaking calmly. He still looked quite ill, but the thrashing madman we had left thirty-six hours ago was gone. His wrists and legs were still bound to the bed with leather straps and rope.

“Tell them to untie me, would you?” Benjamin said, lifting his head to look at us as we entered.

I followed Uncle Thomas to the bedside, my heart beating loudly in my ears.

Could this be real? Was he well? Was it possible the sickness could pass?

“How are you feeling?” Uncle Thomas asked.

“Hungry,” Benjamin said.

I gave a happy laugh.

“Well, that’s a good sign,” Uncle Thomas said with a smile. “No trouble breathing?”

“No,” Benjamin said. “I feel just fine.”

“Do you remember anything from the last days?” I asked.

He shook his head. “Only the dreams,” he said.

“Dreams?” I asked.

“Bad ones,” he said, frowning. “I can’t wait to get out of this damn bed. And have some food!”

Uncle Thomas began unbuckling the leather straps, untying the ropes. I helped.

When he was free, Benjamin sat up in bed and rubbed his wrists, which were raw from thrashing and pulling at the restraints.

I noted that his eyes still had a yellow, jaundiced appearance, though his skin looked darker in places, his lips, fingers, and toes almost bluish, suggesting a lack of oxygen. But there was no rasp, no labored breathing.

The sweet rotten fruit smell was stronger than ever, more rotten than sweet now, with a fermented tang like his pores were breathing apple brandy. I stepped back.

Uncle Thomas took out his stethoscope. “Let’s have a listen to your chest,” he said. He put the diaphragm against Benjamin’s chest and held it there. Then he moved it from place to place, listening to lung sounds.

I recognized the frown on my uncle’s face. He didn’t like whatever he was hearing. Uncle Thomas removed the stethoscope, gave it a hard tap, then replaced it on Benjamin’s chest.

Benjamin pushed his arm away. “I feel fine, I said,” he said gruffly, swinging his legs over the side of the bed. “Just hungry.” He sat on the edge of the bed, looked at Henry. “Bring me a hunk of cheese and bread.”

“I think broth would be better,” Uncle Thomas advised. “At least at first.”

“Bread and cheese,” Benjamin repeated. “Sausage too. And bring brandy.” He rubbed at his stomach. “I’ve never been so hungry.”

Henry nodded, disappeared from the room.

Uncle Thomas was putting away his stethoscope, his hand trembling slightly.

Benjamin’s face was covered with a thick growth of stubble. It was caked in streams of dried bloody mucus. His yellow eyes looked sunken in their dark sockets.

“He was confused when he woke up,” Luther said. “Didn’t know where he was. But the fever had broken. He’s cool to the touch now, ain’t he?”

I put my hand on Benjamin’s arm. He was indeed cool. Too cool.

“Do you know where you are now?” Uncle Thomas asked Benjamin.

Benjamin scowled, looked around the room, eyes darting as if trying to make sense of the place. He said nothing.

I pulled out my notebook. Wrote: Pt awoke after deep 24 hr sleep. Eyes jaundiced, extremities tinged with blue suggesting lack of oxygen. No fever. Still has unusual fermented fruit smell. Skin cool to the touch. Pt disoriented. States he is hungry. Vitals?

“Can you tell me what month this is?” asked Uncle Thomas.

“Foolish questions,” Benjamin said, rubbing his wrists hard.

“What’s the last thing you remember?” Uncle Thomas asked.

Benjamin gritted his teeth. His lips and gums were purple. “I’d like a cigarette,” he said.

Luther handed him one and lit it for him. Benjamin sucked hard on it, inhaling the smoke deep into his lungs. Again and again, he took hard draws from the cigarette. “Doesn’t taste right,” he said.

“Tobacco’s a bit stale,” Luther apologized.

“Can you tell me,” Uncle Thomas asked, “your full name?”

Benjamin looked at him, yellow eyes glimmering. He breathed out a cloud of smoke, lips working to form a word, but nothing came.

Uncle Thomas met my eyes, and I registered deep concern on his face.

Henry returned with a plate of bread, cheese, and sausage, a glass of brandy.

Benjamin snatched the glass, drained it in one great slurp.

“Go easy,” Uncle Thomas said.

“Man’s thirsty,” said Luther, grinning like it was a good sign, like this proved Benjamin was going to make a full recovery. I understood it, the need to cling to hope. I felt it myself, tugging at me. But everything inside me, all of my uncle’s teachings, my own instincts, warned me that something was wrong.

“Henry, can you please go get Mr. Stoddard a glass of water?” Uncle Thomas said.

“Milk,” Benjamin barked. “I want milk. And wine. Bring wine.”

Henry nodded and left to go back downstairs.

Benjamin, still sitting on the edge of the bed, grabbed the bread off the plate, shoved a huge chunk into his mouth, and chewed messily, noisily, crumbs falling down his unshaven chin onto the bed. He ate quickly, like an animal, in huge gulps.

My heart pounded, and despite myself, I took a step back away from the bed.

He started to choke, his already blue-tinged face turning purple, eyes bulging as Uncle Thomas moved toward him.

The choking turned into retching. Benjamin leaned forward and vomited up the brandy and bread in a great fetid pile on the floor. Mixed into it was dark, viscous fluid. It smelled of rotten fruit and blood. He moaned, grabbed his stomach, fell onto his knees on the floor and continued to vomit, more of the black liquid coming up.

“Jesus!” yelped Luther.

Uncle Thomas was crouched beside Benjamin now, watching, eyes wide, his normally calm face registering panic.

At last Benjamin stopped retching. I had never seen so much vomit come from one person. And never anything so dark and viscous, like tar.

Was it blood? I wondered. Was he bleeding internally? Hemorrhaging?

“Let’s get you back to bed,” Uncle Thomas said, voice shaky, as he put an arm around Benjamin’s back, draped Benjamin’s right arm over his own shoulder.

“You want to know my name?” Benjamin said, his voice thick and phlegmy, his eyes glowing yellow. “I’m. The. Knackerman.” He turned to face Uncle Thomas, lifted his left hand, poked a finger hard into my uncle’s chest as Thomas struggled to lift him. “You’re the knackerman.” His blue lips came up into a rictus.

Benjamin gripped Thomas’s shoulder with his other hand, as he lurched forward and sank his teeth into Uncle Thomas’s neck.

Uncle Thomas let out a howl of pain and the men struggled, Thomas twisting, trying to get away, blood flowing as they wrestled, both of them down on the floor in the black vomit now. I rushed across the room, meaning to pull Benjamin off my uncle, now pinned beneath him. Benjamin arched his neck horribly, face thrust toward the ceiling, Thomas’s blood smeared on his mouth and chin.

“We’re all the knackerman!” he cried.

A gunshot rang out, so loud and close to me that I felt sure my eardrum had burst.

Benjamin went down, a bullet hole in his forehead.

Luther came forward, rifle in hand, rolled the dead man off my uncle and onto his back.

“Shall I shoot him again?” he asked. “Just to be sure?”

“I don’t think—” Uncle Thomas started to say, but Luther put the gun against Benjamin’s chest, right over his heart, and pulled the trigger once more.
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October 18, 2016

Ashley walked through town from the cemetery to the bridge by the factory. It was a beautiful fall morning: the sun was shining and there was a cool breeze stirring the few leaves left on the trees. Scarecrows and jack-o’-lanterns peered at her from people’s porches. She mulled over all she’d learned from Mini in the cemetery, marveling that the whole town really seemed to be in the thrall of this legend.

She thought of Mini’s story that her mother had gotten the knackerman’s mark too. Was it painted on the very same motel room door? Had her mother come face-to-face with him, with the white bone mask with the empty black eyes?

It means you’ve been marked.

He’s coming for you.

She thought of the pocket watch that she’d recognized immediately from the description in Frankie’s diary—how had it ended up with whoever had marked Mini’s door?

Each question seemed to lead to more questions, branching into an ever-growing forest of the unknown.

She was hoping that this Willy character might be able to give her some answers.

She got to the bridge, made her way down the grassy slope toward the water. “Hello?” she called out.

No answer. She peered under the bridge and saw the camp, but no sign of the man.

“Anyone here?” she called as she moved closer.

There wasn’t much to the camp. A bedroll. A plastic tarp rolled up and bungee-corded together. A small firepit circled with rocks, with a little metal grate over it. There was a single clean saucepan and a metal cup with a spoon. A couple of empty cans—baked beans and ravioli—leaned against the fireplace.

“Willy?” Ashley called out, looking upriver. She walked a little ways, following a path along the river, but didn’t see anyone. She found a small clearing, and on the ground a fishing pole made from a stick, line tied through a hole drilled at the end and wound around the pole, a barbed hook at the end. She heard something stirring in the woods behind her and turned to see a man in a tattered brown jacket hurrying off.

“Willy?” she called. “Is that you? Please wait.” She trotted up behind him.

He turned back to look at her.

He was holding a rusty hatchet in his hands.

“My name is Ashley,” she said as she took a step back, raised her hands to show she meant no harm. “I was hoping we could talk.”

She recognized him from the tavern yesterday. That had indeed been him at the end of the bar, eating his special burger.

She guessed him to be in his forties but maybe younger—it was clear he’d done some hard living. His face was puffy, covered with a thick beard. Unkempt hair stuck out from under the knit cap he wore. His eyes were blue, and quite bloodshot. There was an old canvas fishing bag slung around his shoulder.

She could smell liquor on him from where she stood.

“What do you want?” he asked, looking around, gripping the hatchet tightly.

Willy seemed more unhinged than sad, Ashley thought. She was beginning to question her decision to come here alone.

“My name’s Ashley. We have a mutual friend, Mini. She told me where to find you.”

He eyed her suspiciously, then, in a low voice, said, “Follow me. It’s not safe to talk here.” He scuttled off with a pronounced limp, deeper into the woods.

Ashley paused. Was she crazy? Was following a drunk, hatchet-wielding, possibly disturbed man into the woods really the best idea?

Before she could talk herself out of it, she followed him.

They walked a good ten minutes, her keeping a safe distance, him slowing now and then to look back, to look all around, still clutching the hatchet. They followed the trail through the woods, past a pond. At last they came to a small clearing that Ashley could see was the site of an old house. There were the remains of a cellar hole, a crumbling brick chimney, slate roof tiles, old bits of timber. Sad Willy stepped down into the old cellar hole, only a couple of feet deep after decades of filling with leaf litter. Saplings had sprung up here and there. There was a small ring of stones that had been used as a campfire. And a sleeping bag.

He took a seat on the sleeping bag and gestured for her to join him.

“Do you think you could put the hatchet down?” she asked.

He looked at the old rusty hatchet in his hand and seemed almost surprised to find it there still.

“Sorry,” he said, dropping it onto the sleeping bag; then he reached into the opening, pulling out a bottle of Old Crow bourbon. He took a sip, offered the bottle to her. She knew she should say no, but she wanted—no, needed—to earn his trust. So she clambered awkwardly down, sat near him, accepted the bottle, and took a good glug of it.

He smiled at her.

“Were you expecting someone else back there? Under the bridge?” Ashley asked, passing the bottle back to him. He took a good long swig.

“Maybe,” he said, wiping some stray drops of bourbon from his beard.

“It seems I’m in a bit of trouble myself,” she told him.

“Is that so?”

She nodded. “The knackerman left his mark on my motel room door last night.”

He was silent, just watching her.

“I heard he marked your door too. Mini told me. Two years ago, right?”

He said nothing, just stared.

“And then the next day, the town hall burned.”

He flinched a little here.

“The thing is, Willy, I was hoping you could tell me about that day. About what happened. Because I believe my mother may have been involved somehow.”

“Your mother?” He set down the bottle of bourbon, leaned toward Ashley. He smelled like old sweat, cigarette smoke, and booze.

Ashley nodded. “She came to Boone’s Ferry two years ago to do some family history research. She was the granddaughter of Thomas and Margaret Endicott.”

“Louise,” he said, frowning, saying the name like it hurt him. “You’re Louise’s daughter?”

“Yes! You met her?”

“No. But my wife did.”

He looked down at the ground, scowling.

“Anna, right?” she asked softly.

“That’s right. Anna. She worked at the town hall.” His voice got thick. He took another sip of bourbon.

Ashley was quiet, waiting.

“The night before we got the mark, Anna told me about your mother coming in with all kinds of questions—about her family, but the flu too, all about Boone’s Ferry. Anna liked her, wanted to help, and in their digging around, they found something—discovered some secret in old papers.”

“What kind of secret?”

“I don’t know.” He sighed, rubbed his beard. “She said she needed to get one last piece of evidence, then she’d tell me. That it changed everything. And she and your mother, once they had this final bit of proof, they were going to tell the whole world what they’d found.”

Ashley spoke around the hard lump in her throat. “But they never got the chance.”

“We got the mark the next morning. Later on, I heard there was a mark on your mother’s door too.” He looked at her.

“They found her car four days later. Parked at a bridge two hours south of here. The police say she jumped, but I never believed it.”

“I’m sorry, ma’am,” he said. “I really am.”

“I’m sorry too,” Ashley said, meaning it. She was crying now. “Please,” she said, wiping at her eyes. “If it’s not too much, can you tell me about that day? About the fire?”

He looked stricken. “Anna wasn’t supposed to be there at the town hall. She was going to stay at home. Because that’s what you’re supposed to do when you get the mark. Stay home and wait…” His voice trailed off.

“But she went in anyway?”

He nodded. “Maybe to look for whatever that last piece of proof was.” He took another long sip from the bottle.

“Who started the fire?”

Willy looked down at the bottle in his hands. “It was the knackerman.”

“I heard…” Ashley went on, trying not to go too far, but longing to hear whatever details he might share. “I heard that you went into the burning building. That you tried to save her.”

He gripped the bottle tightly, staring at his hands with their dirty nails. “I tried. I saw her there in the flames. I tried to get to her—” His voice dissolved into a sob.

“It’s awful,” Ashley said, putting a hand on his arm and squeezing, “what happens to the ones who leave us. But what’s more awful is that we have to find a way to go on living.”

“Sometimes I see her, my wife,” Willy told her. “Sometimes she tells me things.”

“Sometimes I see my mother too,” she admitted, deciding to leave out the gruesome details. “She gives me messages. Or tries to, I think.”

“Maybe they don’t ever really leave us,” he said. “Not all the way.”

And for the first time, she felt it: the truth. That maybe, just maybe, she wasn’t crazy. That they hadn’t been grief-induced hallucinations. Maybe her mother had actually found a way back, a passage between the world of the dead and the world of the living, had returned to warn Ashley, to try to explain what had happened, what danger she might be in. And maybe Sad Willy wasn’t just the town drunk imagining he was visited by his dead wife: maybe she actually came back and talked to him.

Sad Willy capped the bottle, stashed it back inside his sleeping bag, then stood up. “I’ve gotta go,” he said. “There’s something I’ve gotta do.”

“Thank you,” Ashley said. “For talking to me.”

He gave her a hand as she stepped out of the cellar hole.

“You be safe now,” he said. “Can you find your way back to the bridge?”

“Yeah, I’ll just follow the path.”

He began limping off in the opposite direction they’d come from.

“Willy?” she called after him. “One more thing.”

“Yeah?” He stopped, looked back at her.

“Do you know who the knackerman is?”

He smiled at her. “We’re all the knackerman,” he said, then turned and walked away.
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October 18, 2016

Mini walked through the woods, wondering if she’d been wrong to share so much with Ashley. To tell her about the white horse, to show her the watch. It made her feel strange to think she was carrying the watch that once belonged to Dr. Endicott but had been given as a gift to some person named Frankie she’d never even heard of. But why did the knackerman have Frankie’s watch? The questions lined up like a row of dominoes in her head, running into each other, knocking each other down, not giving her any answers.

She thought about Sad Willy losing his wife in the fire in the town hall and what it must have been like to be trapped in there, surrounded by flames, smoke so thick you couldn’t see, probably couldn’t even find your way out if you tried.

The trees thinned and she came to the meadow by the Millers’ pond.

But in her mind, she was trapped in her own house, waking up in the middle of the night to find it on fire, the smoke and flames turning her familiar home into a nightmare landscape that she knew she would never escape from. She could almost feel the smoke choking her, hear the screams of her mother, father, and brother.

And it was all her fault.

She’d brought this on.

Danger, danger, danger, chattered a crow off in the distance, and Mini looked up to see a figure there at the edge of the meadow, hiding in the shade of the trees, watching her.

Mini squinted, looked closer.

The figure was wearing a pink floppy hat.

Mini dared to move closer and soon saw it was Lorelei Prentice with her easel set up. She was so focused on her painting that she didn’t seem to see Mini approaching. Not wanting to sneak up on her, Mini waved, called out, “Hi, Miss Prentice.”

Still, the woman jumped.

“Mini! What on earth are you doing here?” She held a paintbrush in her left hand. She used the right to push her glasses up to the bridge of her nose, squinting through their dirty lenses like she couldn’t believe what she was seeing.

“Just out walking, ma’am.”

“You should be at home. You shouldn’t be out. You—”

Lorelei had always been so kind to Mini, helping her with drawing, teaching her to do some of the more difficult crochet knots her mama didn’t have the patience to show her. But now it was like poor Miss Prentice was scared to death of her. Like Mini was a ghost she couldn’t believe she was seeing.

“I know, I’m on way my home, I just… I had to do something. Maybe you can help?”

Lorelei put a hand to her chest, shook her head slowly, her eyes full of pity, all of it saying there was no help for Mini.

Mini pulled the gold watch from the pocket of her jeans and held it out, stepping a little closer so Lorelei could see. “I found this the other day in the woods. I was hoping to get it back to its owner, you know, before—” She hesitated.

Before the knackerman comes to get me.

Lorelei’s pitying look intensified.

Mini cleared her throat. “Do you know who it belongs to, Miss Prentice?”

Lorelei peered at the watch, frowning. “Why, that watch belongs to Jack St. James, of course, his greatest treasure.”

Mini tried to keep her voice casual, though she was thrumming with excitement—a clue! “It’s so fancy and old-fashioned, I could tell whoever it belonged to must be missing it. That’s why I came out today.”

Lorelei put the end of the paintbrush in her mouth, gave it a thoughtful little nibble. “I suppose I could bring it to him,” she said, eyeing the watch in Mini’s hand with apprehension, as if maybe touching something Mini had just held would spread the curse to her somehow.

“That’s okay, Miss Prentice.” Mini tucked the watch back into her pocket. “I’ll just go drop it off at the motel, then I’ll head straight home.”

“You do that, Mini. You really shouldn’t be out and about. That’s not… well, it’s not the way things work.”

“I know.” Mini smiled and nodded. “Thank you for your help. For everything, Miss Prentice. Good-bye.”

“Good-bye, little Mini,” Lorelei said, taking off her glasses to wipe the tears from her eyes.



A BELL JINGLED when Mini pushed open the door to the Deer Run Motel front office. Jack St. James was sitting behind the desk, and when he glanced up, he looked just as shocked as Lorelei Prentice had. Like a ghost had just walked in.

“Mr. St. James, sir,” she began, walking up to the desk. Her voice was too quiet, too shaky—she cleared her throat, spoke louder. “Um, I’m sorry to bother you, but I think I have something that’s yours.” She pulled the watch out, held it up. “Something you must have dropped?”

She watched him, this man she’d known all her life, the man who played poker with Papa on Friday nights at the pub, the man who sat in the row in front of her at church each Sunday.

His face darkened and he stood, reaching across the desk so fast Mini was sure he was going to strike her. She flinched and let out a gasp as he ripped the watch from her hand, held it tight in his palm.

“Get out!” he barked, teeth gritted, a vein on his forehead pulsing. “And you keep your mouth shut, little girl.”

Mini fled.
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October 18, 2016

We’re all the knackerman.

Ashley replayed Sad Willy’s words as she followed the path back to town and came out near the bridge by the factory. She couldn’t shake the sense that she was being followed. She was sure she heard footsteps behind her, twigs snapping, leaves crunching. But when she stopped and turned, there was nothing there. She was happy to be out of the woods, back in civilization, such as it was.

She felt a little tipsy from drinking bourbon on an empty stomach and told herself that it was affecting her judgment, making her imagine things, turn normal forest sounds into menacing footsteps. But nothing about this town felt normal.

She made her way up Main Street along the sidewalk and crossed it when she saw the Boone’s Ferry Public Library sign on a low brick building with a lot of windows. She got to the front door to find it chained and padlocked with a hand-painted sign that said: CLOSED FOR MAINTENANCE.

“You have to be kidding,” Ashley mumbled. So much for doing research and getting online.

She peered into the dark windows, sure she saw movement.

But the movement wasn’t coming from inside.

It was the reflection of someone standing behind her, across the street: a figure she recognized.

Her mother in her long camel-hair coat.

It struck her then: her mother wasn’t gone at all; she had been here, hiding in Boone’s Ferry the whole time, waiting for Ashley to come find her.

Listen.

Ashley knew it was impossible, a bourbon-induced fantasy, but she couldn’t shake the thought as she stood frozen, facing the library, watching her mother’s reflection in the glass.

She was watching Ashley, her head cocked to the side ever so slightly, just the way she always did when she was thinking hard about something.

Ashley hadn’t been imagining things: it wasn’t mice and squirrels she’d heard in the woods—her mother had been following her all morning. It was her mother snapping twigs and crunching leaves under her feet.

Could ghosts make a sound?

Did they have weight?

Ashley spun around, bracing herself for the possibility that there would be no one there. But the woman was there. Before Ashley could get a good look at her face, she turned abruptly and began hurrying down the street.

“Wait!” Ashley called after her. “Please!”

The woman walked faster, head down, pretending not to hear Ashley calling her.

Ashley rushed across the street to follow. Down the block, she saw the woman slip through the door of Loon’s Call. A moment later, Ashley was opening the door to the pub, heart hammering as she scanned the dim bar for the woman—or was she a hallucination, a ghost, a wish?

Maybe they don’t ever really leave us, Sad Willy had said.

Ashley blinked stupidly in the darkness of the bar, taking in the smells of beer and greasy food, the country music playing low. The taxidermied creatures and the little clothespin dolls lined up on a shelf behind the bar were watching.

Ashley nearly cried out when she saw the figure, sitting at a table near the end of the bar, her back to the door.

Ashley approached her from behind, reached out, laid a hand on her shoulder.

She was real. An actual solid person.

Only this wasn’t a camel-hair coat, but a worn canvas barn jacket.

The woman turned, looked at Ashley.

Her heart sank.

This was not her mother.

Idiot.

“I’m… I’m sorry,” Ashley stammered. “I thought you were someone else.”

But she couldn’t turn away, couldn’t take her eyes off this woman’s face. The resemblance was striking. The woman had the same nose, same shape eyes as her mother and Ashley herself. She looked, Ash realized, very similar to the photo she’d seen this morning of her great-grandmother, Margaret Endicott.

A relative. Ash was sure of it.

“I’m Ashley Flanders,” Ash said. “My great-grandparents were Thomas and Margaret Endicott.”

The woman looked at Ashley, expression unchanging. “I know who you are.”

“Are you an Endicott?” Ashley asked.

The woman blinked at her. She looked around the pub, which was empty except for the woman behind the bar polishing glasses, who was watching them but pretending not to. Ashley recognized her from yesterday—the unfriendly waitress with the dyed red hair.

Her mother’s doppelganger sighed, resigned. “My name is Cheryl Banks. Josephine’s my mother.”

Ashley’s mind spun. She thought of Frankie’s diary, of how Margaret was sent off with her brother and his family. Their last name had been Banks.

Without being invited, Ash sat down at the table across from Cheryl.

It was like she was sitting across from her mother’s sister—the resemblance was that strong. She guessed Cheryl was about her mother’s age. Her eyes were green, and her hair was dyed a dark chestnut, but Ash could see light roots at the base. She had the same crow’s feet as her mother, the same lines at the corners of her mouth.

“The usual, Cheryl?” the waitress called from behind the bar.

Cheryl nodded.

“What about your friend?”

“She’s not my friend,” Cheryl said. “I don’t know her at all.”

“Coffee, please,” Ash said, feeling the caffeine might help clear her head.

“You shouldn’t be here,” Cheryl said flatly.

“Have you been following me? Watching me?”

Cheryl didn’t answer.

“I saw you yesterday when we were heading into your mother’s house, just down the street. And today you were in the woods, weren’t you, following me?”

“Listen. You need to leave town,” Cheryl said in a fierce whisper, in a voice that sounded so much like her mother’s from her dreams that a chill passed through Ashley.

“You mean because of the mark painted on my motel room door?”

“Because of this fucking place!” Cheryl snapped. “It’s like a poison that seeps into your skin. It’s… evil.”

Ashley chuffed out a nervous laugh. “If you hate it so much, why do you stay?”

Now it was Cheryl who laughed, but with bitterness. “You think I have a choice?”

Ashley opened her mouth to ask what she meant, but the waitress was approaching and Cheryl said in a loud voice, “I don’t know why you’re bothering me. I can’t help you.”

The waitress set down a coffee for Ashley and a drink for Cheryl. “Rum and Coke,” she said.

The waitress looked at Ashley. “You want any food?”

“She’s fine, Denise. She’ll just have the coffee—put it on my tab,” Cheryl said.

She took a long sip of her drink. “Can hardly taste the rum,” she announced loudly. Denise rolled her eyes, went back into the kitchen.

“I’m allotted one drink a day,” Cheryl said. “You’d think the least they could do would be to make it a good one. But they’re always weaker than hell.”

“What do you mean, you’re ‘allotted’ one drink?” Ashley asked.

“Mother’s orders. It wouldn’t do to have me making a spectacle of myself. To have me speaking out of turn.” She spat the last words out, took another gulp of her weak drink, then sighed again. “You’ve got about five minutes, go ahead and ask what you wanna ask.”

“I’m trying to make sense of all this: Your mother, Josephine, she married a Banks?”

“Uh-uh. She was born a Banks. Youngest child of David and Mercy.”

“But she was married. She didn’t take his name?”

“She did, but right after my father died, she went back to calling herself a Banks. Being a Banks, it means something here.”

“So if she’s the daughter of David and Mercy, that means she’s my grandmother’s—”

“First cousin,” Cheryl filled in. “And best friend. They grew up like sisters, the two of them, in that house. It broke my mother’s heart when Charlie—Charlotte took off.”

“Wait, they… what?”

Cheryl nodded surely. “They lived there, in the Endicott house. The Banks family, plus Margaret and Charlotte. Chauncey had moved out by that time, but the two younger boys, Josephine, and Charlotte grew up there.”

Ashley shook her head. “No. You’re… mistaken. My grandmother grew up in Boston. She never even visited Boone’s Ferry.”

Cheryl chuckled. “Is that what she told you?”

Cheryl gestured to the picture on the wall above them. It was the one Malcolm had noticed yesterday of the two girls, the one he’d pointed out, saying the older girl reminded him of Ashley.

“There they are. My mother and your grandmother. And look where they’re standing.”

Ash looked at the face of the taller girl. It really did look like it could be Gram. She studied the familiar house in the background of the photo. There was a sign by the front door, and she could just make it out: DR. THOMAS ENDICOTT.

“Charlotte lived here in town until she was fifteen or sixteen,” Cheryl continued. “You can go to the church and look it up—they’ve kept track of every birth, marriage, baptism, and death here in Boone’s Ferry since sometime in the eighteen hundreds.”

Lorelei Prentice had specifically said all the town’s vital records were destroyed in the town hall fire—what reason would she have to lie like that?

“Wait a second.” Ashley held up her hand. “Josephine said herself she wasn’t close to my grandmother; she made it sound like they were only connected because their mothers had been friends. Why would she try to hide that?”

Cheryl smiled an unhappy little smile. “That’s an important question. But an even better one is: What else is she keeping from you?”

Ashley stared at her, her skin prickling, every hair standing on end.

Cheryl drained the last of her rum and Coke in one long swig, slapped the table with an open palm.

Outside, the factory whistle blew.

“Time’s up,” she said. “This place will fill up in a minute. It’s bad enough that Denise saw us. She’s probably been on the phone back in the kitchen.”

“But why would she—”

“Leave town while you still can,” Cheryl interrupted, standing, just as people in work clothes began flowing in, talking loudly. “I tried to warn your mother,” Cheryl said, voice low. “But she didn’t listen.”

She turned and was gone, slipping through the crowd and out the door, like the ghost Ash had once believed she was.
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October 18, 2016

A squirrel chattered out a warning as Mini neared the top of the hill.

What are you doing here? Go back home, you silly little girl, it seemed to say.

And maybe the squirrel was right.

Mini had been walking for forty minutes now, ever since she’d run away from the motel and Jack St. James. She knew she should go home, should keep her promise to Lorelei, but she couldn’t. There was one more thing she had to do. One more place she had to search for answers.

She’d never been on the old trail up Saw Meadow Hill to the knackerman’s place. She knew every other path in town, every other patch of woods, but this hill had always been off-limits, a haunted place where no one dared to go.

Could she hear him now, the loud chugging of the knackerman’s breath, the clip-clop of hooves?

She swallowed down the hard knot in her throat.

“Be brave,” she told herself aloud, stopping to look behind her. The path was clear. The only things out here were the squirrels and birds. Maybe some deer or moose, even a fox or a bobcat—but nothing that would harm her.

Unless Jack St. James was just out of sight, the gold watch ticking in his pocket?

Keep your mouth shut, little girl.

She had no idea what she might find up there at the top of the hill—if the old house would still even be standing.

Go back, go back, the squirrel chattered, and a raven joined in with a harsh caurr-cauk!, chiding her for not listening.

But she pushed on up the steep, overgrown trail.

At last the path opened up. She’d reached the top of the hill and found herself in a large clearing. She stepped into it, looking around.

The rotting remains of a cabin stood toward the back of the property, the hand-hewn logs notched and linked together like the Lincoln Logs she’d played with when she was little.

The wood-shingled roof had fallen in, the windows shattered long ago. The fieldstone chimney was still mostly intact, as were the stone steps by the front door.

She walked up to the leaning doorway and peered in. The wooden floor was coated with years’ worth of rotted leaves and pine needles. An old cast-iron stove sat rusting in the corner.

“Hello?” she called hesitantly, knowing it was silly. There was no one at home except for the mice and sparrows that made their nests here. No human had lived here for a very, very long time. Almost a hundred years, which seemed like forever.

She knew people in town used to come up and fix the knackerman’s house, keep it repaired. They treated it like a museum, a truly special place. Her papa told stories sometimes, about how when he was a boy, the town would climb the hill twice a year, bring picnics, carry supplies up, and spend all day there, reshingling the roof, washing and mending curtains and bedding, putting new glass in broken windowpanes, sweeping out pine needles, chasing away the mice, polishing the old cast-iron stove.

The people of Boone’s Ferry stopped coming up to the knackerman’s place way back before Mini was born, before her parents were even married—that long ago. And it showed. It seemed like nature was trying to take the house back: there was moss and grass growing on what was left of the roof, a skinny maple had sprouted up to a few feet tall from a pile of leaf litter in the center of the floor. Weeds and trees and vines were growing up over the outside of the cabin, helping to camouflage it, making it look like it was being pulled back down into the earth.

There was a bed in the corner, quilts brown and rotted, the cotton batting pulled out by generations of rodents.

She squinted her eyes and tried to imagine what it had been like back then, when he actually lived there. She could almost see him, the shadowy form of a big man getting up out of bed, making himself a cup of coffee, pulling on his coat before heading outside, walking right past her, leaving a cool breeze in his wake.

Mini shivered and turned, trying to catch sight of him, but he was gone. She made her way to the collapsed barn: a great tumbled heap of faded red boards, hand-hewn timbers. She passed the massive cast-iron cauldron that was big enough for her to crawl inside. It rested on its side, quietly rusting, the mouth gaping, a thick layer of rotting leaves spilling out.

She didn’t want to touch it. She didn’t want to touch anything here.

She felt suffering all around her, even after all this time.

She knew that this was where he cut the animals up and boiled them in the big pot like an ogre in a fairy tale.

She felt it in her body and it made her cold deep down, made her throat feel tight. She could almost smell the blood that must be soaked into the old floorboards and the ground beneath them.

There was a second barn beside it, an old horse stable, maybe, but there was only one wall standing now, the rest in ruins.

There was a rustle behind her. She spun, and spotted the rabbit watching from the edge of the clearing. A cottontail with black eyes, who knew better than to come any closer. It could smell the suffering and old blood too, she thought. It hopped off into the woods.

Mini had had enough.

There was nothing here. No clues. It was stupid to have come, to have believed there might actually be something to find here after all this time.

She moved away from the rubble of the barn and stable and was making her way back to the path she had followed up the hill when a sound broke the silence. Not a scream or a moan or a whisper, but a single high-pitched chirp.

The chirp of a late-season cricket. Another warning.

She told herself to get out of there, to run back down the hill, sneak back into her house.

Still, she found herself moving toward the sound of the cricket. Maybe, if she was lucky, she could find it, see it, say hello to it, ask it what it knew. Crickets weren’t like spiders, with their eight legs and biting fangs, their sticky webs. Lots of people said a cricket in the house was good luck. A cricket played music, a song that called out: This way, Mini. This way.

She moved around the left edge of the ruined barn, listening, searching. That was when she saw it: not the cricket, but a door made from wide planks of rough-hewn wood set into the ground, hung on heavy iron hinges gone orange with rust.

She walked slowly over to it.

The clearing was now totally quiet. No birdsong. Even the cricket had gone mute.

A chill ran through her whole body, creeping up from the ground, working its way through her toes, up her legs and spine, all the way to the back of her neck—a warning.

She put her hand on the old corroded handle of the door.

She could feel him there behind it.

She knew he was there, waiting. Listening. Knowing she was out there. Little Mini Fitzpatrick who had broken the rules.

Her heart hammered. Her mouth went dry.

She counted to three and yanked the door open.

The smell of damp earth hit her. She wished she’d brought a flashlight.

“Hello?” she called, voice creaky and strange.

There were narrow stone steps that led down to an earthen floor. She crept down them, the sunlight coming through the doorway giving things a dim glow. She was in a dark little room with shelves on all sides. She found an oil lamp on a shelf, gave it a good shake—plenty of fuel left inside. There was a pack of matches beside it; she lit one and set the flame against the wick, filling the room with a warm glow.

It was a root cellar. Her best friend, Bea, had one.

The cellar at Bea’s house was full of big jugs of hard cider, bushels of apples, potatoes, turnips, squash, and carrots.

This one was different.

Mini stared at the shelves, trying to make sense of what she was seeing. Her heartbeat pounded in her ears. But was there another sound behind it? The faintest of hoofbeats? She held still and listened. Was that a snapping twig, somewhere in the distance? She couldn’t shake the feeling that she was being followed—that something was out there.

Lantern in hand, she quickly crept up the stone steps and eased the heavy door shut.

Feeling just the slightest bit safer, she began to study the contents of the cellar.

Shelves lined the walls, and Mini studied the objects on them: coins, five- and ten- and twenty-dollar bills in stacks, bottles of rum and whiskey, jars of jam, packs of cigarettes, pretty stones, notes written in faded ink. She held the lamp up to the shelves and spotted a familiar object: the little clay horse she’d made in school and left for the knackerman last spring. She picked it up, barely believing it. But when she turned it over, there were her initials, scratched into the clay: MF.

These were gifts people had left him. Hundreds, thousands of objects and notes and treasures left for him over the years.

A leather saddlebag hung off the end of one of the shelves. She reached into it, pulled out a glass jar half-full of dark red paint and an old wooden-handled paintbrush.

Mini felt eyes on her and looked up, let out a little squeak like a mouse about to be eaten, swooped down on by a hawk.

The knackerman’s face was looking down at her, a white horse skull with two dark hollow eyes.

But it was empty, only a mask lying on the top shelf beside his patched leather coat.

She was reaching for the yellow-white bone mask, trying to get up the nerve to actually touch it, when she froze.

She heard something.

And it wasn’t an animal this time.

All the animals were quiet now, holding very still, as frightened as she was.

There were footsteps up above.

Someone was coming.

Him, she knew. It was him.
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October 18, 2016

A sea of men in work clothes filled the pub, their talk a loud droning that drowned out Ashley’s thoughts. She stared in disbelief at Cheryl’s empty glass, the ice cubes melting.

She took a sip of her tepid, bitter coffee. The pub was suddenly too loud, too warm. There were too many suspicious eyes on her. She needed air. And she needed to confront Josephine.

As she stood to leave, a glittery flash off to her left caught her attention. Jack St. James was sitting at the end of the bar, in about the same spot Sad Willy had been yesterday. He was wearing a black-and-red-checked flannel shirt, and the flash came from a gold pocket watch he held, spinning it on its chain, staring at it like he was trying to hypnotize himself.

Ashley made her way through the crowd and took a stool to his right.

“Miss Flanders,” he grunted, not taking his eyes off the watch. It had stopped spinning and was now swinging like a pendulum.

“Beautiful watch,” she said. Up close, she could see that it was the same watch Mini had shown her just this morning. Frankie’s watch.

He was quiet for a beat. “Family heirloom,” he said at last, not looking at her. Denise came over behind the bar and set a mug of beer in front of him.

“Everything okay here, Jack?” she asked, giving Ashley a cold look, clearly ready to kick her out of the place if Jack said he was being disturbed.

“Yeah, Denise. We’re fine. Thank you.”

She nodded and went back to serving the crowd of men, taking orders for the lunch special, burgers, sodas and beers. The men were talking, some of them in hushed voices as they looked her way.

Jack set the pocket watch down on the bar, monogram side up. He reached for the mug of beer and took a long sip, wiping the foam from his lips, staring straight ahead as if Ashley wasn’t there.

Ashley thought of her mother: of all the true crime shows she watched and books she read, the online forums she joined to try to solve cold cases with other amateur sleuths from all over the world. How she’d spend hours making notes, sifting through clues, turning the old cameo ring on her finger while she puzzled over the evidence. Her mother would know what to say, how to question Jack without being too obvious.

But maybe there was something to be said for being direct.

“So, Jack. I suppose you noticed the painting on my room door?”

He looked down at his watch, gleaming in the light.

The country music hummed. Someone lit a cigarette even though Ashley knew full well smoking indoors was illegal in bars in Vermont—even in Boone’s Ferry. She looked at the painting above the bar: Lorelei’s misshapen blue-eyed deer stared back at her coldly.

“Oh, I noticed all right,” Jack said at last.

“Care to tell me what it means?” she asked, feigning ignorance.

“It means”—Jack scooped up the watch and clicked the case open with his thumb, holding it up to show the second hand ticking in a circle; his tight mouth worked its way into a grim smile as he turned to face her—“you’re running out of time.”
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October 18, 2016

No one came this way much these days. The road, once clear enough to get a truck through, was grown over now: raspberries and saplings had taken root in the old rutted tire tracks; tree branches hung low, obscuring the way.

The hill trying to hide its secrets.

But Willy knew them. And he knew the way to where he was going. It was more of a footpath than a road now, a mountain-goat path, uphill all the way.

He remembered reading the story about the three billy goats and the bridge back when he was a boy and being frightened by the troll.

Trip trap, trip trap went their hooves over the bridge.

“Who dares to cross my bridge?” roared the great ugly troll.

And the irony did not escape him: he was the one living under the bridge now, the one children taunted and ran from. Willy had become the troll, ugly and reeking of bourbon, bellowing out words no one understood.

The walk took nearly an hour, because he couldn’t go fast, not anymore, not with his prosthetic foot that didn’t fit right. The air was clear and cool, the sun warm on his face. The bourbon was making him feel just right.

The birds were singing, the ones that hadn’t headed south already (smart birds, they knew what was coming), and a mild breeze was blowing the branches around, sending what few leaves were left on the trees falling down like giant colorful snowflakes. Willy caught one: a maple leaf so red and perfect it looked like it had been plucked right from a Canadian flag.

Sometimes Willy felt like he was in a movie or a play. Just acting out a part, the way he did back in fourth grade when he played Joseph in the Christmas pageant. Joseph, who led his pregnant, virgin wife to the manger to give birth. All part of God’s plan.

As he walked, he tried to imagine what it must have been like back when the knackerman had walked the hill in 1919. No electricity yet. Very few cars in town. Mostly horse-drawn wagons still. He imagined the effort of the horses, pulling a cart up this hill, muscles straining, hearts hammering, breathing clouds of steam in the cold air. He could almost hear them—the snorting breath, the whinnies and clomping feet.

He heard other things too. The snap of twigs, the crunching of crisp leaves on the forest floor. He was not alone out here. Animals mostly. But the birds and the animals might not be the only creatures watching him. He had to be careful.

He continued on, ducking to avoid branches in the path, not failing to notice the way some of them were broken—as if someone, or something, had used the path recently.

Don’t think about that, he told himself.

He was Sad Willy. He had nothing left to lose.

Willy crested the hill at last and the remnants of the cabin came into view. He was amazed that so much had survived all these years.

Of course, in the old days, people from town would come a couple times a year, tidy the place up, fix broken shingles and windows, repair and maintain the cabin and barn.

But the town grew. Things changed. People stopped coming to the cabin, stopped doing the repairs. The children were warned that it was a haunted and dangerous place, that they must never climb the hill to see it for themselves.

It was easier, really, wasn’t it? To turn it all into a story. To not have to keep seeing the actual physical proof that the knackerman had once been a real man who’d lived in a tiny cabin.

He squinted at the cabin with its collapsed roof, a place he had sometimes dared to bed down for the night. But this was not what Willy had come for.

He turned to the right, went by the pile of rubble that had once been the barn.

He shuffled through the fallen leaves, being careful of the rotten beams, the rusty nails.

He found the door to the cellar and reached for the handle with trembling hands.

He wasn’t just Sad Willy anymore.

He wasn’t just Will O’Brien, husband of Anna.

Killer of Anna, more like, his dead wife whispered in his ear.

It nearly brought him to his knees, the gut punch of her words.

“I’m going to make it right,” he said, the words meaningless. He could never make it right. Not really.

He heard her mirthful laughter, far away now.

He closed his eyes. He needed to stay focused. To do what needed to be done.

If he did this right, there would be no more deaths. No more disappearances. No more midnight rides by the light of the full moon, going house to house looking for someone to blame, to mark as next.

Willy jerked the old wooden door open.

And then he screamed.

Because there he was, waiting for Willy: the knackerman in his white bone mask and long hooded coat.

Only, the knackerman was screaming too.

A high-pitched, girlish scream.

And as Willy looked down, studied the figure at the bottom of the stairs, he saw how small it was, almost like a—

“Mr. Willy, sir?” The figure reached back, loosened the leather straps, and pulled the mask off its face.

He stared at her in dumbfounded amazement. “Mini?”
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March 15, 1919

I stitched and bandaged the bite wound on my uncle’s neck, trying to keep my face neutral, to not show the waves of horror and panic that I felt overtaking me. Thankfully, Benjamin had missed the major vessels and arteries, leaving only a ragged flesh wound. I’d taken the clothes Uncle Thomas had been wearing, the ones soaked in the black vomit, and thrown them out in the backyard to be burned. Aife had accompanied me. I wore a kerchief over my face, rubber gloves on my hands in an attempt to protect myself, though I believed it was in vain: I was going to get the sickness sooner or later—we all were.

At my uncle’s request, Luther and his son had brought Benjamin’s body back to my uncle’s surgery. He was laid out on the table, a sheet covering him. Luther and Henry were going to go spread news of what had happened. To warn the townspeople to arm themselves, to beware of the sick, even—especially—if they seemed to be recovering.

Henry St. James kept his eye on Benjamin’s body as if he expected him to rise up again.

“Panic will ensue,” Uncle Thomas said.

Luther nodded. “I’d say it’s ensued pretty good already, wouldn’t you, Doc? If people want to get through this, whatever the hell it is, they’ve got to protect themselves. And it’s going to take more than prayers, offerings, and the silly charms the women are hanging in doorways to do that.”

Uncle Thomas said nothing, just watched them go, fingers moving to the bandages on his neck, working over them.

“What are we going to do with Benjamin?” I asked, eyeing the sheet-covered corpse.

“An autopsy,” Uncle Thomas said. “Perhaps we’ll learn something about the illness.”

“But, Uncle, you—”

“We haven’t got much time, Frankie.” He looked at me hard then. “I haven’t got much time.” His words hit me in the solar plexus, the grief and power of them nearly putting me off-balance. My uncle’s face was stoic, determined. “Now, please, go get the leather case that has my saws in it along with my surgical blades. I’ll also need specimen jars and formaldehyde.”

I nodded, knowing it was important to keep busy, to continue moving forward, to be the best assistant I could—give my uncle the things he needed, take notes, follow his directions. It had gotten us through the Spanish flu, after all. It was best to pretend it might get us through this.

“Have you done an autopsy before?” I asked once we had gathered the tools and equipment he would need. He wore a brown leather apron.

Aife sat watching from the doorway, instinct keeping her out of the room.

“Not since medical school,” he said as he pulled back the sheet. Benjamin was there, naked and, thankfully, motionless.

Aife ran off, tail between her legs.

Clever dog.

“Step away, Frankie. I don’t want you anywhere near the body. I believe the fluids, some of them at any rate, carry the contagion.”

I nodded, did as I was told.

“Take notes for me,” he said.

He began with an external examination, stating the subject’s age, height, weight. “Cause of death, gunshot wounds to the head and chest,” he said matter-of-factly.

I wrote it all down. “Subject’s sclera are yellow in color, suggesting jaundice. Signs of cyanosis present in the extremities and face. These were visible in the hours before death.”

He continued to study the body, picking up limbs, poking at his abdomen, rolling him over with effort and inspecting his backside.

At last, Benjamin flat on his back, Uncle Thomas reached for the scalpel and began the Y-incision.

Tough as I believed myself to be, I winced as he sliced, half expecting Benjamin to sit up, screaming.

Two incisions, one descending from each shoulder joint, met at mid-chest. There, a single incision was made all the way down to the pubic area.

“Next, I’ll remove the rib cage,” Uncle Thomas said, reaching for a saw and a heavy pair of pliers.

The room was redolent with the mingled smells of blood and rotten burned fruit.

Feeling lightheaded, I stepped back, resting against the wall, clinging to my little notebook and pencil with damp hands.

I had never seen the inside of a person. Not like this. I’d assisted Uncle Thomas with an appendectomy once, sewn up torn muscle and skin myself, but this was something else altogether. I’d studied the pages of my uncle’s anatomy books, done drawings of the body’s systems, could name each organ and all of their lobes and chambers. But all of this in no way prepared me for the violent crack of the ribs, the terrible sound of the saw biting through bone as my uncle labored, pushing back and forth, his hands soaked in blood, his face covered in a sheen of perspiration.

I wanted to run from the room with its stink of blood and sweet sickness, to hide like a coward, like the timid child I still felt inside me sometimes.

Instead, I stepped forward, forced myself to peer inside the body cavity, wrote down everything my uncle was saying about the heart and lungs. “Atypical,” my uncle said. “Heart badly damaged by the gunshot.”

“You heard something odd when you listened to his chest back at his house,” I said, remembering. “What was it?”

My uncle, his eyes on the still heart, ruined from the gunshot, on the lungs full of a dark, viscous fluid, said, “Nothing.”

“But you—”

“I heard nothing at all, Frankie. No heartbeat. At least none that I could discern.”

My mouth went dry.

“But he was… awake. Sitting up, speaking, surely he was…” I couldn’t bring myself to say it: alive. I was talking too fast, the words all running together.

Uncle Thomas nodded. “Indeed he was.”

“What does it mean?”

“I don’t know, Frankie. I wish I did.” He reached for a scalpel. “Open the specimen jars and put them on the table.”

Hours later, Benjamin sewn back up, my uncle sank into the chair in the surgery. He’d scrubbed the blood off his hands and sat looking into them now, staring like he was wondering if he’d missed a spot. The jars full of formaldehyde, sealed with wax, sat in a row on the table: sections of Benjamin’s lungs, brain, heart, and liver. Glass tubes held blood and sputum samples from both Benjamin and Uncle Thomas.

I left my uncle and went into the kitchen, made coffee and two sandwiches with salami and hard cheese. Aife was curled on her bed by the stove and I gave her a reassuring pat and a small piece of salami. I wasn’t hungry and doubted my uncle was either, but I knew we should eat. We needed our strength for whatever was coming next.

Outside, it was already dark.

How had the day passed so quickly?

A gentle tap at the kitchen window made me jump and step away. Then, summoning up the courage, I looked out, past my own reflection, into the night. There was a face looking in at me, waving a hand. It was Jim Collins. He was pointing to the back door.

I went and opened it.

“Come in,” I said. And he shook his head, looked around nervously. He was holding a rifle. “What is it?” I asked.

“Frankie, you and your uncle, I think you should leave town.”

“We can’t,” I told him. “People are sick.” I left off the rest: My uncle was bitten. He’ll be sick soon.

“They’re killing them,” he said.

His eyes were darting up and down the street, frantic, terrified.

“What?”

He looked at me. “They’re killing the sick: Emile, Niles, Anthony LaRocca. They’re all dead. Shot in the woods.”

“But who—”

“And Clarence Atkins, he and his wife were just found shot in their home. Mildred wasn’t even sick. Not yet.” He looked on the verge of tears. His whole body seemed to be vibrating with fear and panic.

“My God,” I said.

“People are saying… they’re saying the sick aren’t themselves. That they’re evil. They’ve been possessed. They’re saying the knackerman’s the devil. That they’re killing these people to save them, to save their souls.”

“But that’s crazy, that’s just—”

“Me and Paul and Roy—we’re leaving town tonight. You and Dr. Endicott, you should go too.” And before I could answer or ask any more questions, he was gone, slipping off into the darkness.

I carried our sandwiches and coffee to the kitchen table and called for Uncle Thomas to join me. When he did, I told him everything Jim had said.

He wrung his hands tightly together and looked down at them.

“We’ve got to do something,” I said.

Uncle Thomas pushed away his plate of food, looked up at me. “We will. You will.”

“Me? What am I going to do?”

He held the coffee cup in his hands, wrapping his fingers around it like he was trying to get warm, but did not take a sip.

“You’re going to walk out of here and go to Amsterdale.”

“No.” I shook my head fiercely. “I won’t leave you.”

“There’s nothing you can do for me here,” he said. “You know that as well as I do.”

“But I have to try. I have to—”

“No. This is what you have to do. You’ll go to Amsterdale and find Margaret. From there, you’ll take a train to Boston. I’ll write down the name and the address of the doctor I want you to find there. You’ll bring the specimens we’ve collected and all of our notes to him. I’ll send you with a letter for him, summarizing the situation and asking him to send help as soon as possible—tend to whatever patients might be left, and identify this illness.”

“But the people here, they’re sick. Without you… they’ll need a doctor. And if the illness keeps spreading, and people are rounding up the sick and shooting them, then—”

“We are out of our depth, Frankie. We need men far better equipped for this sort of outbreak and the madness it’s created. This is how you can best help the people of Boone’s Ferry. If you stay, you’ll only be handing out remedies that won’t do a damned thing, and watching folks succumb, one by one, until the inevitable happens and you get sick or shot—or both.”

I knew he was right. I nodded. “Very well. I’ll go. And I’ll come back with help.”

“Good. Now, once you’ve finished eating, I want you to go to the Stoddards’ home and bring back Benjamin’s finest suit and one of Clarice’s nicest dresses. I’ll see the reverend in the morning. They can be laid to rest together.”

I forced myself to eat, though I wasn’t hungry. At last, plate empty, I stood to go.

“Frankie, wait,” my uncle said, standing. He walked back toward his study, and returned with a Smith and Wesson revolver.

“Take this,” he said. “Don’t hesitate to use it, if you must.”
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October 18, 2016

It was nearly two o’clock when Ashley got to 84 Main Street.

“Ashley,” Josephine said with a wide smile. “I’m so happy to see you. Come in, come in. You are just in time for lunch! Hope you’re hungry!”

“Actually, I was hoping we could talk,” Ashley said, looking behind her before slipping inside the house.

“Of course, dear. We can talk while we eat.” Before Ashley could argue, the old woman was leading her back to the cozy kitchen, where there was an old white farmhouse table and chairs. It reminded her of Gram’s kitchen: the ancient fridge and stove, white-painted cabinets, canisters of flour, sugar, and coffee on the counter. Malcolm was sitting at the table sipping iced tea.

“Hey, Ash,” he said.

At the center of the table was a basket of biscuits, a bowl of coleslaw, and a pitcher of iced tea, along with some pickles in quart-sized canning jars. A platter piled high with fried chicken sat next to a deep cast-iron frying pan on the stove, still making sizzling sounds. The kitchen smelled incredible, and Ashley realized she was hungry—famished, in fact.

“Ashley, why don’t you sit down at the table and help yourself to some iced tea,” Josephine said. “Be a dear, Malcolm, and get us some plates, will you? They’re in the cupboard to the left of the sink.”

Mal jumped up and did as he was told.

Josephine brought the platter of fried chicken over, taking the seat at the head of the table.

“Let’s dig in,” she said, and Malcolm didn’t need to be asked twice. He heaped his plate with food and started eating. They were all quiet a minute, serving themselves and taking their first bites.

“Oh my God, this is amazing!” Mal said around a mouthful of food. “Ash, you’ve gotta try these pickles,” he added.

Ashley looked at the jars of pickles on the table, saw a familiar red condiment. She picked up the jar, read the neat writing on the label: Maple-Spiced Pickled Crabapples. She showed them to Malcolm, giving him a significant look that he completely missed.

“Wow! That’s wild,” he said, taking the jar from her, turning to Josephine. “Our gram used to make this exact same thing.”

“Did she now?” Josephine asked, looking down at her plate.

“She always said it was an old family recipe,” Ashley added. She looked at Josephine. “But of course you’d know it, wouldn’t you?”

Malcolm looked from Ash to Josephine, then back to Ash, confused.

“Why didn’t you tell us?” Ashley said. “Why keep it a secret?”

“Um, what are you talking about, Ash?” Malcolm said.

There it was. That are you going crazy again look. Slightly embarrassed. Slightly worried.

“Josephine and Gram are first cousins,” Ashley explained. “They grew up together, here in this house.”

“What?” Malcolm said, setting down his fork.

“That picture you pointed out at the pub yesterday? The girl that you said looked like me? It’s Gram. It’s a photo of her and Josephine.”

Josephine sighed deeply, pushed her plate away, looked at Ashley. “I hear you’ve been talking to my daughter.”

Ash nodded at the old woman, held her gaze.

“Poor Cheryl has her troubles,” Josephine went on. “I’ve done all I can for her—even paid to have her sent off to a fancy rehab down in Brattleboro. But you can’t help a person unless they want to help themselves.”

“So wait,” Malcolm said, frowning as he tried to take it all in. “You’re Gram’s cousin? For real?”

Josephine looked from Ashley to Malcolm. “While my daughter isn’t always the most reliable source of information, in this case, she was telling the truth.”

“No way,” Malcolm said.

“Margaret Endicott had an older brother, David Banks. He was my father. And Ashley is correct, Charlie and I grew up together, more like sisters.”

Malcolm was shaking his head. “But our grandmother grew up in Massachusetts. Near Boston with her father’s family.”

“Oh no, dear, not entirely. It was where Margaret went to ride out the flu. Charlie was born there, at a hospital in Boston. But later, when things improved, they returned home to Boone’s Ferry. Charlie lived here until she was sixteen. My parents and I lived just down the street, but then there was a fire, and we moved in with Charlie and Aunt Margaret when I was just a baby.”

“But I don’t understand. She always said she grew up near Boston,” Malcolm said. “Until she met our grandfather, then they moved to Vermont. She told us she’d never even been to Boone’s Ferry. That there was nothing here. None of our people left. Only ghosts. Why would she lie to us?”

Josephine slouched in her chair, rubbed at her hands as if they hurt. “It isn’t really possible, is it, to look into the heart of another? We think we know someone, but everyone has things they hide away. Unspoken reasons for doing the things they do. Their own secret engines driving them on.”

Ashley shivered a little.

Secret engines.

She wondered what secret engines drove her.

What had driven Gram and her mother?

“I’m sorry I didn’t tell you,” Josephine said. “I hope you two can forgive me. It’s just… I was trying to respect your grandmother’s wishes.”

“Her wishes?” Ash said.

The old woman nodded. “Your grandmother made it very clear that she was done with this place. When she left, she went back to Boston to live with relatives of her father’s there. I never saw her again. We spoke on the phone and wrote letters from time to time, but she never returned.” She looked on the verge of tears. “She wasn’t just my cousin,” she said. “Charlie was my best friend. My confidant. She didn’t even come back to town for my wedding. Never met my daughter and I never met hers.”

Josephine pulled away her glasses and wiped at her tears.

“Do you know what made her leave?” Malcolm asked.

“I suppose it was the reason most people decide to leave. Boone’s Ferry just doesn’t hold enough for them. They want bigger and better things. I can’t blame her, really. But I suppose the truth of it is, I’ve always been a little hurt. Hurt that she would leave me like that. Silly, isn’t it?” she asked, dabbing at her eyes. “To be this heartbroken over it even after all this time.”

“I don’t think it’s silly at all,” Malcolm said. “Is it, Ash?”

“No,” Ashley agreed, suddenly feeling awful that she’d been angry with Josephine when she arrived.

Malcolm reached out, took the old woman’s hand. “I’m really sad that my grandmother shut you out of her life like that, but grateful that we’ve connected now. I’m so happy to get a chance to know you, to have you in my life.”

She smiled at him, squeezed his hand. “I’m grateful too. And I can’t thank you enough for all the work you did for me today.” She pushed her glasses back on, turned to Ashley. “He’s fixed my shutters, put up all the storm windows, somehow managed to tighten the old banister so it doesn’t wiggle when I climb the stairs. He’s very clever. Good with his hands.”

Malcolm was glowing. “After lunch I can go to the general store, see if they might have that washer we need to fix the leaky sink.” He dove back into his food.

Josephine beamed at him. “You bring the old washer in to Pops, show it to him. He’ll find what we need.”

She turned to Ashley, speaking brightly now. “I understand you also met Sad Willy.”

Ash stared at Josephine. News traveled fast in these small towns. “I did,” she admitted.

“I hope you caught him in one of his more sober moments. Not that he has many of those these days. But he can be downright nonsensical when he’s got enough bourbon in him.”

“He didn’t seem too bad off.”

“He’s certainly a character, isn’t he?” She chuckled a little. “What on earth did you two talk about?”

“Oh, you know. This and that.”

The old woman studied her. “Well,” Josephine said, “it’s a shame you didn’t bring him for lunch. He loves my biscuits. But we’ll save him a few. Wrap them up with some jam and bring them down to him later.”

“I’m sure he’d like that,” Ashley said. “Terrible,” she went on, “what happened to him. To his wife.”

“What happened?” Malcolm asked around a mouthful of biscuit.

“She was killed in that fire at the town hall two years ago,” Ashley said.

“Oh God,” said Mal. “Lorelei told us about the fire, but didn’t mention anyone dying.”

Josephine shook her head. “It was a terrible thing. And it broke poor Willy’s heart. To lose his wife like that. And of course you noticed his limp? He ran straight into that building and tried to save her. Fell through the floor. Injured his foot so badly it couldn’t be saved, burns and smoke inhalation. Barely made it out alive.” She looked down at her plate. “Such a tragedy.”

Ashley looked right at her. “He told me it was the knackerman who started the fire. Who took his wife from him.”

The biscuit Malcolm had been holding crumbled in his hand, falling to his plate.

The old woman seemed to bristle for a moment, but then smiled warmly. “Willy’s a drinker, so you have to take everything he says with a grain of salt. And like I said yesterday, and like I told Malcolm this morning, the knackerman… it’s just a story people tell. Boone’s Ferry’s own version of the bogeyman, you could say.”

“I told her about the mark on your motel room door,” Malcolm said to Ash. “The creepy red horse. She said it’s just some locals messing with us.”

“Locals who take the stories, the myths, a little too seriously, I’m afraid,” Josephine went on. Ash thought of what Mini had told her: that Josephine herself told knackerman stories in church during the harvest celebration. She opened her mouth to ask Josephine about it, but closed it when she realized she’d have to reveal her source.

“We’ve been to his grave,” Ashley said instead. “People who exist only in stories don’t have actual graves.”

“Oh, he was a real man, once,” Josephine said. She dabbed at her mouth daintily with a cloth napkin. “An actual flesh-and-blood man. He lived in the hills just outside of town, in the years before the great flu. He was a bit of a hermit. Not from these parts. Ireland, I believe. And then, like now, the people of Boone’s Ferry didn’t think much of outsiders. But he stayed. He built a little cabin and he practiced his trade.”

Ashley nodded. “Butchering animals. Disposing of corpses. When a horse or cow or any animal that wasn’t able to be used for meat died, the knackerman was called.”

“That’s right, you’ve done your homework, dear!” Josephine said, looking impressed. “He also sold his leatherwork,” she continued. “Bags, moccasins, mittens, and coats. Most of the snowshoes people in town used were made by the knackerman. And if a horse was sick or lame, or couldn’t be trained, it was sent to the knackerman.”

“To kill?” Malcolm asked.

“Not if it could be helped. They say he had a way with animals. That he could make a lame horse well and teach it to walk again, that he could tame a wild horse.” Josephine looked out the kitchen window, eyes huge behind her thick, smudged glasses. “He had a gift. And he shared his gift with the people of the village, but still, they shunned him. The children whispered and ran away when they saw him coming. Adults avoided him, mocked him for living the way he did, for the strange way he spoke, for his preference for animals over people. But who can blame him, really, when he was treated like he was? I’d prefer the company of horses too. Wouldn’t you?” Her gaze locked on Ashley.

“Sure, of course. But then the horses in Boone’s Ferry got sick,” Ashley said. “Sick with a strange illness. They all died within a few days. The knackerman was sent for to take care of the bodies. Only, when he showed up, he was sick as well.”

“How do you know this?” Josephine asked, setting down her fork. “I thought your grandmother never talked about Boone’s Ferry?”

“We have a diary that belonged to Frankie O’Massey,” Malcolm told her. “We were just reading it this morning.”

Josephine’s eyes widened. “Diary? Where on earth did you find that?”

“Our grandmother had it,” Ashley said. “It was in a trunk with a bunch of other papers belonging to her father, some old photos and records of his medical practice.”

“Charlie had all this? Really? I had no idea.” She gave Ashley an excited smile. “What an unbelievable treasure!” she chortled. “I’d love to see them. Do you have it all with you?”

“Back at the motel,” Malcolm said, wiping his mouth with a cloth napkin.

Josephine nodded. “Will you bring them by later? I can’t tell you how much it would mean to me. I grew up hearing stories about Frankie, and I always wished I could have met her.”

“Of course,” Ashley said. “You know, we didn’t come across Frankie’s grave in the cemetery. You’re pretty sure she died in the flu outbreak?”

“I believe so,” Josephine said. “But then again, some say she ran off to Boston or New York. No one knows for sure.”

She stood up, pushed her chair in. “I’ll show you what I do have, though,” she said. They followed her into the front room, packed with the little clothespin dolls. The old woman went to a set of shelves in the corner, picked up one of them: a figure in a man’s coat and tie but with feminine eyelashes and lips. “This is Frankie O’Massey,” she said, holding up the doll. Then she reached for two more of the little figures. She held them out to Ashley and Malcolm.

“It’s your great-grandfather and great-grandmother, Thomas and Margaret Endicott.”

The man wore a tiny felt hat and matching coat, a little tie. His mouth was slightly downturned, lips pale. The woman wore a blue dress, had brown hair and bright-blue painted eyes. It freaked Ashley out a little, holding these little people, thinking this was where she’d come from. She had this idea then, that they were all dolls—pawns in some great big game.
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March 15, 1919

The walk to the Stoddards’ was short, less than ten minutes, but this evening, it felt longer. The snow was melting and my feet slipped. It did not help that I was exhausted—mentally and physically. Everything felt fuzzy around the edges. I just wanted to get this over with: to go and pick out burial clothing for Benjamin and Clarice, then hurry home and lock the door behind me.

If there was a moon, it was too covered by clouds to let any light through. I hadn’t brought a lantern, and I trudged forward into the darkness, sensing that I wasn’t alone out there. There were lights on in some of the houses, but most people had turned in for the night. Or just shut their curtains and sat behind locked doors clutching guns, waiting.

Each time I slowed or stopped, I heard footsteps behind me, but when I turned to look, squinting into the darkness, I saw only the empty street.

My mind playing tricks on me, I told myself.

The physical exhaustion and mental strain of the past few days catching up.

But what if it wasn’t?

I wrapped my hand around my uncle’s gun in my coat pocket.

I’d learned to shoot when I was young, hunting squirrels and rabbits in the woods with boys from town. I am a decent shot, but have never aimed a gun at another person. I am in the business of fixing gunshot wounds, not inflicting them.

I stopped in the middle of the street, spun around, hoping to catch a glimpse of whatever was following me.

“Hello?” I called. “Who’s there?”

The wind blew, swaying the branches of the trees, sending clumps of snow thumping down. I stood, frozen, listening, my own heartbeat pounding in my ears, drowning out other sounds. I imagined Benjamin in the woods—that he’d stood up from the table, shrugged off the sheet covering him, and followed me out into the snow naked, the crudely stitched Y-incision dark against his skin.

We’re all the knackerman.

I turned back toward the Stoddards’. I could make out the house just twenty yards ahead. There was a light burning inside in the upstairs room that Luther and Henry must have forgotten to extinguish.

Keeping my eyes on the light, I broke into a run.

Someone was running behind me.

It was not my mind playing tricks.

Hand on the gun in my pocket, I didn’t slow, didn’t stop to look back, just fixed my eyes on the house and ran as fast as my legs would carry me. At last I reached the front door, flung it open, and stepped into the dark front hall. I was sure I’d made it, that I was safe, pulling the door closed, when it was yanked open and a dark hooded form burst through the doorway, reaching for me.

An arm, in a long leather coat, moving closer, going for my neck.

Still holding the gun in my coat pocket, I aimed up at him, squeezed the trigger.

The sound was deafening.

He fell back with a cry and a thud.

I scrambled, reached for the lamp on the table, pulled matches from my pocket and lit it with shaking fingers.

“Frankie?” a small voice said.

I brought the lamp closer.

It was Pearl there, lying crumpled on the floor. Pearl in her father’s oversized waxed coat.

Pearl holding her stomach, dark red blood oozing through her fingers.
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October 18, 2016

All set?” Malcolm asked. He was carrying biscuits and a little jar of Josephine’s raspberry jam.

“Yeah,” Ashley said. “Let’s go see if we can find Willy.”

Josephine had come up to stand in the hall beside Malcolm. “I can’t thank you enough for all your help today,” she said.

“It’s no trouble,” he told her. “I’ll come back tomorrow morning and we’ll see if we can get that sink to stop leaking. And I’ll take a look at the door to the attic too.”

“It sticks something terrible,” she said. “Sometimes I think the whole house is crooked. None of the doors seem to close right.”

“It’s an old house,” he told her. “They settle. Nothing’s square or level. That’s part of their charm.”

Josephine smiled at him, beamed at him really. “And you’ll think about my offer, Malcolm?”

“Of course,” he said. Then he leaned in and hugged her, kissed her on the cheek.

It was the way he used to say good-bye to Gram.

Ashley’s chest felt tight and she had to turn away, to remind herself to breathe. She headed out the door, Malcolm right behind her.

“Don’t forget the tobacco for Willy,” Josephine called after them.

“We won’t,” Ashley reassured her over her shoulder.

“It’ll be a nice treat for him,” Josephine said. “Maybe a cold soda too?”

“You bet,” Ashley said, trying to conceal her exasperation.

“He’s partial to root beer,” Josephine called after them.

They walked a little ways, and Ashley looked back. Josephine had finally closed the front door.

“So, what’s this offer she was talking about?”

“You’re not going to believe it,” he said, laughing a bit. “So she asked if I could stay with her for a couple of weeks, help her with all these little odd jobs around the house, get to know my ‘ancestral home.’ I told her I’d think about it—it’s not like I’ve got anything going on back home, you know? So then she says, she’s actually been thinking about turning the house into a bed-and-breakfast!”

“She brought it up?”

“Yes, I swear! She started going on about how it’s a shame for all these lovely rooms to sit empty, just cooking for herself in the big kitchen, wouldn’t it be nice for visitors to have an alternative to the motel—she called it ‘that grim little motel,’ actually.” He was smiling broadly. “Did I think you and I would be open to it, wouldn’t it be nice to make a little income off the property?”

“Tell me you didn’t agree to anything, Mal.”

“Of course not! I didn’t even let on that I’d been thinking the same thing ever since I laid eyes on the house. But it sure seems meant to be, right?”

“Yeah, I guess,” Ashley said, thinking, A bit too meant to be, actually.

“There’s a lot to think about, figure out, of course,” Mal went on enthusiastically. “But we can talk about it, right?”

She sighed. “Sure. We can discuss it later, okay?” She was placating him.

He grinned at her.

“I’m still trying to get my head around this whole thing,” Ashley said. “Gram grew up here with Josephine; she had this whole early life she never talked about. She lied to us, Mal. It’s one thing to leave your little hometown in the boonies behind for the big city, it’s another to go out of your way to lie to your kids and grandkids about ever having even been to that little hometown.”

Malcolm shrugged. “I mean, it’s strange, for sure. But she must have had her reasons.”

“There’s something else,” Ash said. “Mom was definitely here in Boone’s Ferry two years ago. The little girl, Mini, remembers her—I showed her the picture, she recognized her right away. Willy and Cheryl remember her too.”

“Wow. You’re sure?”

“Yes, I’m sure! Willy’s wife was the town clerk. He told me she and Mom were looking into things they shouldn’t have been. And they both got the mark on their doors. The next day, the town hall burned, his wife was killed. And Mom vanished.”

Malcolm was silent a moment as they walked, processing.

“Did Willy tell you this, Ash? He is the town drunk, right?”

Ash ignored him, and he continued. “I mean, Mom didn’t ‘vanish.’ She left town, headed home. Now I can totally see why she would have been distraught—the fire, Willy’s wife dying—she probably blamed herself.”

Every fiber of Ashley’s being was telling her this was not what had happened to her mother—but she still didn’t have proof.

“After what I heard today, I think it’s more than that, I really do.”

He put his arm around her. “Okay. Let’s go get supplies and find Willy. I want to hear what he has to say about Mom. Maybe we can bribe him to tell us more with all the treats we’re bringing.”

Ash leaned into him.



THE BELLS ON the door of Pops’ General Store jingled when they walked in. The man behind the counter called out, “Can I help you?” before their eyes had even adjusted to the dim light. It sounded like they’d just walked into his house uninvited and he was about to reach for a shotgun. He wore a flannel shirt tucked into blue work pants hiked up high and cinched around his narrow waist with a thick leather belt adorned with a gigantic silver buckle shaped like a horseshoe. Both hands were resting on the worn counter beside the register.

“Yes, thanks,” Malcolm said. He dug around in the pocket of his jeans and pulled out the worn washer from Josephine’s dripping sink. “We need one of these if you’ve got one.”

The man took the washer and shuffled to the back of the store where there were drawers full of fasteners, bits and bobs of all sorts. Malcolm joined him, watching as he opened one tiny drawer after another, muttering to himself. Ashley found a root beer and looked around. The old wooden floor creaked. There was a wooden barrel of pickles, a small deli, a pizza oven, a huge display of hunting and fishing things. A spinning rack of items made at the Stoddard Factory caught Ashley’s attention: bags of wooden clothespins, red tops wound with string, cup-and-ball toys. Ash picked up one of the toys and flicked her wrist, trying to get the ball on a string into the cup. She missed by a mile, and the hard little wood ball bonked her on the back of the hand.

It took a long time for the shopkeeper to find the right washer, but once he did, he ambled back to the counter, Malcolm following.

“We also need tobacco,” Mal said.

“What sort of tobacco?”

“I’m not sure,” Mal said, which proved to be the exactly wrong thing to say, because what followed was the man pulling each and every sort of loose tobacco, both cigarette and pipe, from behind the counter and showing it to Malcolm. He clearly planned to give an in-depth analysis of each, talking to Malcolm like he was a dense child.

“Any will do, really,” Mal said.

“You’ve got to choose,” the shopkeeper said, his irritation building. “I can’t choose for you.”

“I’m buying it for someone in town, a man named Willy?”

The man frowned. “Well, Sad Willy used to smoke Camels back in the day, but now he isn’t too fussy. He’d be happy smoking butts picked up around town, but we all look out for him. Help him out. That’s the way it is around here.”

Malcolm nodded. The shopkeeper leaned over, resting his elbows on the counter, and said, a little too loud, spittle flying, “I don’t know how it is where you people come from.”

Mal quickly selected a bright-yellow pouch of Top tobacco and a pack of Zig-Zag rolling papers. Ash added in the Hires root beer.

The shopkeeper couldn’t seem to work the credit card machine, and when Mal tried to help, explaining that he was putting the card in upside down, the man fumbled and dropped Mal’s card on the floor behind the register. He took a long time recovering it, bending in slow motion, grabbing at his back as if it pained him.

“We’ll just pay cash,” Ashley said, putting a twenty on the counter. The shopkeeper picked it up and studied it a long time, as if it might be counterfeit, before opening the register and counting back their change.

When all was said and done, their little pit stop at the store had taken nearly half an hour.

They left the store and headed straight for the bridge.

“Pops was something, huh?” Mal said.

“If you call being a total asshole ‘something,’ then yeah,” Ash said, laughing.

They made their way down to Willy’s camp below the bridge. At the factory across the river, a few workers were on break outside, sitting at picnic tables. Some were playing cards, some were smoking. They cast their eyes at Ashley and Mal, then looked away. No one approached, no one called out to see who they were or what they were doing at Sad Willy’s. Malcolm raised a hand to wave, but no one waved back.

Willy was not home.

“Guess our man is on walkabout,” Malcolm said as he eyed the empty bedroll.

“When I saw him earlier, he did say he had something to do.” She looked across the river at the factory workers. “Let’s just leave the stuff and get out of here. These guys are giving me the creeps. It feels like they’re trying too hard not to look at us.”

“Maybe it’s like what Josephine said. Outsiders make them nervous,” Malcolm said. “Let’s get back to the motel, sort through the trunk a bit more. Then maybe we can bring it over to Josephine’s later. You see how excited she got about Frankie’s diaries? It would mean a lot to her, plus she’ll recognize some of the people in the photos, some of the names in the documents.”

They got to the Deer Run Motel to see that there was a sign in a clear plastic protective envelope hanging in the office window: a watercolor of a man in waders standing in the middle of a turquoise stream, holding a fishing pole. On the end of his line, a strange silver-and-blue-scaled fish with bulbous eyes and a mouth more like a bird’s beak was leaping from the water, a hook in its lip. GONE FISHIN said the sign.

“You’re kidding,” Ashley said, stepping closer to study the sign. “A Lorelei Prentice original as an out-of-office sign.”

Malcolm laughed. “Looks more like a baby dragon than a trout.”

“I’ll meet you in your room in five minutes or so,” Ashley said. “I just want to change.”

“Deal,” he said.

She unlocked her door, stepped into the room, dropped her purse on the bed. She brushed her hair, looking in the mirror, which captured the image of a Lorelei painting behind her: a doe and fawn. But the fawn was misshapen, deformed. And the doe was looking at her with what seemed like pity in her big brown eyes.

Ash set down her brush, went to her suitcase, drew out a short-sleeved shirt. She was just pulling it on when there was a rapid, hard knock at the door.

“Ashley?” Mal called.

She jogged over, opened the door. “What’s up?”

“It’s all gone,” he said. He looked pale. Shaken. “The trunk, the papers, the letters, everything in it. All of it.”

“What?” It wasn’t possible. “How could it be gone? Are you sure?”

He chuffed out a frustrated breath, ran a hand through his unruly dark curls. “Of course I’m sure, Ash.”

“Was the door open? The window broken?”

“No. And I made damn sure I locked the door before we left this morning.”

Ashley thought of the GONE FISHIN sign. Then she thought of Jack sitting at the bar, spinning the gold watch.

You’re running out of time.

“We should call the police,” Ashley said.

Mal bit his lip. “Yeah, I think you’re right. First the mark on the door, now the break-in. I can’t believe someone took the trunk!” He pulled out his phone, looked at it as if hoping that it might suddenly have service. “But how are we gonna call? Our cell phones don’t work, there are no phones in the rooms, and the office is locked up tight—I just checked.”

“Okay,” Ash said, taking in a deep breath, trying to quell the rising panic. “We go into town and find a phone. We can ask at the general store or the pub. If they won’t let us use their phone, we head back to Josephine’s and use hers.”

“Sounds like a plan,” Malcolm said, pulling the truck keys out of his pocket. “Let’s go.”

Ashley grabbed her purse and followed him out the door, her eye catching the painting; the doe’s gaze seemed to follow her: Poor thing, her too-big, cartoonish brown eyes said.
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Mr. Willy, sir?”

Mini yanked off the mask and shrugged out of the heavy leather coat. She’d thrown them on when she heard the footsteps, the only way she could think to hide herself. The coat smelled awful, rancid. The mask didn’t smell, but it was still worse, scarier. All her regular Mini thoughts had fluttered away like frightened birds as soon as she’d pulled it on.

“Mini?” he said from the top of the steps.

“I’m sorry if I scared you,” she told Willy.

“My God, did you ever, Mini. But I scared you too, I reckon. You’re about the last person I’d expect to see here.” He sat, thumping down on the stone steps that led into the root cellar. She could smell the liquor on him, on his breath, seeping from his pores.

“I was looking for clues,” she told him, a little embarrassed.

“Clues?” He looked at her, his face serious, not teasing at all. “Mini, how did your family get the mark?”

“It was my fault,” she confessed. “I saw him. I was hiding in the bushes.”

He frowned at her, working his jaw like he was chewing on something. “What did you see?”

“A man. Wearing this”—she gestured to the mask and coat she’d just taken off, piled next to her on the floor of the cellar. “And he was riding Stella. She belongs to old Mr. Holland. I figured it out when I saw the red paint on her yesterday.”

“Mmm,” he said, rubbing his beard.

“So all that is proof,” she said, feeling quite triumphant, like a regular detective on the verge of cracking a case.

“Proof of what?”

“That he’s just a man. Not the actual knackerman crawling up out of his grave coming for us all. And I think I know who he is,” she added, stepping closer to him.

Willy’s eyes got big. “Do you now?”

“When the knackerman was at my house that night, he dropped an old-fashioned pocket watch. Then I found out it belongs to Jack St. James—even though it used to belong to Thomas Endicott, it’s got his initials on it! Miss Prentice, she recognized it right away, and said that the watch is his.” She was talking fast, the words flying out like bees leaving a hive.

Willy’s face looked dark, serious. “And where’s the watch now?”

“I brought it to Mr. St. James, at the motel. I wanted to be sure.”

“Oh, Mini,” Willy said, shaking his head.

“He got real angry and shouted I should keep my mouth shut. This must be where he comes to put on the costume, to stash all the stuff he picks up. I think we should tell people. Go back into town and tell everyone that Jack St. James is the knackerman! He’s been stealing all the offerings and scaring people and—”

Willy cut her off. “It’s not that simple, Mini. You’re not seeing the whole picture. Just a piece of it.” He picked up the mask and looked down into the two dark eye sockets, gave a visible shiver. Mini didn’t like the way he looked so worried, scared even. Maybe he did believe. Or maybe, she thought, he was scared of something else. She eyed him suspiciously.

“Mr. Willy, sir, you haven’t explained yet what you’re doing up here.”

“Well, I came here because I think I know a way. A way to save you. And the strangers. And anyone else he goes after. I think I know a way to end it all.”

Willy stood up, swaying a little on his feet, and Mini was scared he might come tumbling down the stairs. She helped steady him.

“You okay, sir?”

“Fine, Mini. Just fine.”

His breath was hot and boozy, like a fire-breathing dragon.

“How?” she asked, unable to keep the doubt from her voice.

“I have a plan. But I need your help. I can’t do it alone. Will you help me? Will you help poor old Sad Willy?”
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Pearl!” I dropped to my knees beside her, pulled back the old brown coat, and looked at the wound.

My head swam when I saw the damage the gunshot had done, the amount of blood seeping from it.

It was bad. Very bad.

“I came back for you,” Pearl said, voice faint. Her breathing was fast and shallow. “I couldn’t go away. Not without you. I sneaked away from the others, followed our tracks back to town.”

“Shh,” I said, stroking the damp hair back away from her forehead. Kissing her there. “It’s going to be okay. I’m going to carry you to the surgery.”

I gathered Pearl up in my arms, lifted her with some effort. Pearl groaned, draped an arm around my neck. “Chauncey,” she whispered. “He was going on and on about how we’d be married, how it was my father’s wish. How one day, Chauncey would run the factory. He spoke of the children we’d have—oh, Frankie, I couldn’t bear it.”

“Shh,” I said. “Save your energy.” Tears were running down my cheeks. My heart felt cold and my whole body thrummed with panic.

What had I done?

I stepped through the open front door, staggered down the steps of the Stoddards’ home, nearly losing my balance.

“Help!” I yelled, hoping someone in one of the nearby houses would hear. Hoping someone would come out to help me carry Pearl, to bear witness to what I’d done. “Someone please help!”

No one opened their door. No one even pulled back a curtain. “Please!” I screamed into the night. Everyone was locked up tight, afraid of the knackerman, of the sickness, of the devil himself.

This is what fear does, I thought. Makes us close our hearts and minds, puts blinders on. Turns friends, neighbors, family even into something else entirely.

I had never felt so alone.

Ragged, heartbroken sobs came freely now.

Pearl was silent.

“I’m sorry,” I whispered as I willed my feet forward.

“I love you,” I said. “My uncle’s going to fix you up, and we’re going to go away, you and I, just like we talked about.”

I hurried on, not letting myself believe she might be dead in my arms. I sobbed as I shuffled forward, arms trembling, stomach churning, and ears ringing. I could smell gunpowder and blood all mixed together with Pearl’s sweet and lovely smell.

“We’ll have a home of our own,” I told her as I staggered down the slushy, snow-covered street, struggling to hold on to her. “A place where no one will tell us who we can and cannot be, who we can and cannot love.”

She did not stir.

“Please, Pearl,” I gasped through my tears, through my panting exertion.

At last I arrived at home, carrying Pearl, my arms shaking so badly I was sure I would drop her at any second. I kicked the door over and over until my uncle answered. Aife was beside him.

“Frankie!” Uncle Thomas cried. He quickly took Pearl from my arms, and I followed him down the hall and into the dining room.

“I shot her.” I was trying to control my sobs. “She surprised me,” I explained, still short of breath from the exertion. “It was dark. She had her hood up. I thought she was… him.”

“But what’s she doing here?” Uncle Thomas asked as he laid her on top of the dining room table. “Are the others back?”

“Just her,” I said.

Uncle Thomas unbuttoned the front of her dress, inspecting the wound, then rolled her over.

“She’s lost a lot of blood, but there’s an exit wound. I won’t know the extent of the damage until I open her up.”

We left Pearl and hurried to the surgery, where Benjamin Stoddard was laid out on the table, sewn up.

Uncle Thomas and I lifted Benjamin, moved him with some difficulty to the cot in the guest room. Then we cleaned the table and carried Pearl in, laying her down where her dead father had just been dissected.

I was still sobbing as my uncle undressed Pearl, probed at the wound. Pearl moaned, her body twitching.

“Get me the ether, Frankie,” he said.

I stood frozen, tears streaming down my face. “I—”

“Do as I say, Frankie,” he ordered, rolling up his sleeves. “Ether, iodine, surgical tools. Now.”

I snapped to attention, remembering my uncle’s lessons about putting my emotions in a box. I peeled off my coat, soaked with Pearl’s blood, carefully taking the gun out of the pocket with the hole blasted through it and setting the Smith and Wesson on my uncle’s desk.

I moved like a machine, following my uncle’s directions, doing my best to block out that it was Pearl, my Pearl, laid out on the table. And that it was my fault she was there.



AN HOUR LATER, Uncle Thomas was bandaging her. “She’s lucky.” He was right. The bullet had missed all of her vital organs. We’d flushed the wound and stitched her up. We’d have to watch for signs of infection, but overall her prognosis seemed excellent.

My uncle was paler than ever, his eyes looking slightly yellow. He coughed.

We carried her into my bedroom and laid her down in my bed, tucked the covers up around her. Aife came and circled up on the floor in front of the bed.

“You should rest,” I told my uncle. “I’ll sit with Pearl. Aife and I,” I added, smiling down at the shaggy black dog.

Uncle Thomas nodded and was turning to go when there was a pounding at the front door.

“What now?” he growled.

“I’ll go,” I said, terrified that there would be a mob outside, going from house to house, executing the sick or wounded.

I would not let them hurt my uncle. I’d kill them with my bare hands if I needed to.

The pounding continued, louder, more insistent.

“No,” Uncle Thomas said, walking over to his desk, picking up the gun. “We’ll both go.”

Gun in hand, he led the way down the hall and opened the front door.

It was Gerard Pipp, out of breath, looking frantic.

“What is it?” Uncle Thomas asked. “What’s happened now?”

“They’ve found him,” Gerard said. “The knackerman. Up by Garrison Ridge. They’ve brought him back. Got him chained up in Luther’s barn.”

“What’s his condition?” Uncle Thomas asked.

“Can’t say for sure. He’s up and talking. Doesn’t seem all that sick to me. But Luther and the other men—” He shook his head, looked at the ground, not wanting to say it.

“What is it?” Uncle Thomas asked.

“They’re building a pyre.”

Uncle Thomas pulled on his coat and tucked the pistol into his pocket.
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Ashley grabbed her purse, followed Malcolm out to his old Chevy, jumped up into the passenger seat.

Malcolm turned the key.

Nothing happened, just a barely audible clicking sound.

The eye of the crudely painted horse on the door of Room 1 watched them through the truck’s windshield.

“What the hell?” Mal said.

He tried once more, then leapt out of the cab and popped the hood.

“You’ve gotta be fucking kidding me!” he yelled.

Ashley got out and joined him, looking into the engine.

“They took the battery,” he said, dark eyes blazing with anger.

“Okay.” Ashley took in a breath, trying to slow the waves of panic she felt closing in on her. She tried to think. To make a plan.

“Okay,” she said again. “The office is closed and locked, so we can’t use the phone there. So we walk to town. It’s not far. We go to that garage and see if they’ve got a battery. They must, right? I mean, it’s a garage. And if they don’t have a battery for us, we just use their phone and call AAA. And no matter what, we call the state police.”

Malcolm nodded grimly.

They locked the truck and started walking briskly toward town along the side of the road.

No cars passed them.

Side by side, they turned left on Main Street and went over the bridge. The men had all gone back inside the factory. They could hear the faint hum and whine of the machinery inside.

Clothespin-doll men making clothespins.

The streets were deserted, everyone either at work or school or tucked safely into their houses.

“Where the fuck is everyone?” Mal asked.

Ash glanced around, sure she saw the curtains moving in windows, shadows shifting inside the houses. “Do you feel like… we’re being watched?” she asked finally.

“I would say you were overreacting,” Malcolm said, “but honestly, at this point, I’m not too sure.”

Tim’s Gas and Repair was across the street from the general store. The door to the garage was pulled closed, the lights in the office out. A big CLOSED sign hung in the window.

Malcolm looked at his watch. “Shit, it’s not even five.”

“Let’s go to Josephine’s. We can use her phone.”

“Okay,” Mal said, clearly striving to keep his voice calm and steady. “Yeah, good idea.”

They continued down Main Street, passing houses with the shades drawn, doors shut tight, no sign of life.

As they approached Josephine’s, the front door creaked open and Josephine stepped out onto the porch. She peered down the street both ways, then stepped back, holding the door open. She beckoned for them to come in.

“Someone broke into our motel room, and now my truck—” Malcolm started.

“Not now, just get inside,” Josephine ordered. “Hurry, we don’t have much time.”
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My uncle and I pushed our way through the crowd of townspeople gathered at the St. James barn.

It seemed the entire town, those left who hadn’t succumbed to the illness, stood holding lanterns, guns, axes and knives, pitchforks and scythes. The crowd was buzzing like a hive of agitated bees gathered in a swarm.

“They’ve formed a damn mob,” Uncle Thomas said to me in a low voice, his face and jaw tightening. “Readying themselves for a lynching.”

I could only shake my head in disbelief. These were good people—people I’d known my whole life. The Knapps, the Millers, the Talbotts. Reverend Davies and even some of the women Aunt Margaret sang in the choir with at church were in the crowd.

If Aunt Margaret were here, she would stop this, I told myself. So you’ve got to find a way to stop it too. I had to find a way to make them see reason. To dispel the fear that clouded their thinking. For Aunt Margaret. For the whole town. Uncle Thomas and I needed to stop them before they did something they’d all regret.

At the center of the barn was the knackerman, naked and shivering. His face was bloodied, as if he’d been beaten. He was seated in a wooden chair, bound in rope and heavy iron chains. Around the chair and tucked underneath it were sticks, dry hay, scraps of timber, cut firewood, paper, rags. He looked like a bird sitting in the center of a strange and terrible nest.

I could smell kerosene.

“What in God’s name do you think you’re doing, Luther?” Uncle Thomas demanded. His breathing sounded labored—whether from fear, effort, or the sickness, I couldn’t say.

“It all began with him,” Luther declared, addressing the crowd. He was standing on the other side of the unlit funeral pyre, holding a rifle. “He was the first to get sick and he spread his sickness. The sickness you yourself now have, Tom. The sickness that dooms you. Dooms each and every one of us.”

The others murmured in agreement.

“It’s unnatural, what he’s done!” It was Lawrence Owensworth, a fine carpenter who had built much of the cabinetry in the Endicott home, including in Uncle Thomas’s exam room. He was always so soft-spoken, to the point of shyness—I barely recognized this man shouting with rage.

“He rose from the dead to walk among the living, a demon in our midst,” Luther went on, like a preacher to his congregation, projecting his voice, turning to make eye contact with the crowd. “And he’s creating an army of demons to do his bidding: possessing our women, our neighbors and children—making them do ungodly things!”

“He bit and clawed Mrs. Stoddard and Emile,” added Michael Knapp. “Attacked them like a jackal. Who knows what he did to them once he called them into the woods to be with him.”

“A jackal! A hound of hell,” someone in the back of the barn shouted.

“Fought like a fiend when we caught him,” Lawrence said. “Scratching and gnashing his teeth, spitting and clawing like an animal. Like the devil he is.”

“Look at his eyes!” shouted someone. “Inhuman. The yellow eyes of a serpent.”

“Burn him!” came another voice, soon joined by a chorus. “Burn him!”

The knackerman interjected now, his voice guttural but clear.

“Are you not going to shoot me, Luther St. James? Just as you gunned down that poor woman in the woods?”

I was shocked by his lucidity—and by what he said.

“Is he talking about Clarice?” I demanded, turning to Luther.

Luther opened his mouth but said nothing.

The knackerman grinned, his mouth bloody, two front teeth broken and jagged. “I saw what you did. Put a bullet in her chest. And yet you say I’m the wicked one?” Bloody spittle flew from his mouth as he spoke.

“Shut your mouth, devil!” Luther ordered.

The knackerman continued, “How many have you kilt now? Half a dozen? More? Men and women?”

“Burn him!” came a call from the crowd. I couldn’t quite recognize the voice, but it belonged to a woman. “He’s a madman!”

The knackerman let out a braying laugh. “You think it’s I who’s mad? Take a good look at yourselves.”

“Don’t listen, he’s speaking with the devil’s tongue!” Bert Osbourne cried. I couldn’t help but recall that Bert was no more of a churchgoer than I was. “He’s been bewitching us, one by one!”

“Send him back to hell!” shouted Michael Knapp. He was wrapped in a blanket, looking sick and feverish, his eyes yellow. “Before he takes any more innocent souls with him!”

The knackerman thrashed and bucked in his chair, his face beet red, his right eye swollen shut, his ragged beard covered with mucus and blood. His one good eye was so yellow it seemed to be lit up and glowing, as if there were a fire burning deep within him.

“I’m the devil, all right. You called me forth, each and every one of you!”

“This is pure insanity,” Thomas said as he moved toward the knackerman, clearly intending to untie him.

I moved to help him. Despite the state he was in, it was evident that the knackerman knew where he was, who we were, what was happening.

Luther, still on the other side of the knackerman, aimed his rifle at Uncle Thomas. “Stop right there, Doc,” he warned.

My mouth went dry.

Uncle Thomas froze. I looked into Luther’s eyes and understood he was prepared to shoot. Although he did not have the cough, the fever or jaundice, he was quickly spreading a sickness of his own.

“Luther,” Thomas pleaded, “I know you’re frightened and angry, and you have every right to be, but you’re not seeing reason. Look at the poor fellow, will you? He’s a sick man, not a criminal. And he’s certainly not the devil. This nightmare has nothing to do with the devil, or with God himself, for that matter. It’s a contagion. No more supernatural than the Spanish flu.”

The knackerman smiled again. “Did your wife send you here to save me, Doctor?”

“My wife?” Uncle Thomas was taken aback.

“A good heart, she has,” the knackerman said, licking his lips. “Always seeing the best in people. Tell Maggie I’m sorry, won’t you?” he said.

No one but Uncle Thomas ever called Aunt Margaret “Maggie.” I myself would never dream of it.

“Sorry… for what?” Uncle Thomas croaked out.

I felt a weight pressing down on my chest; an invisible hand with strong fingers, taking hold of my heart and squeezing. Then the fingers worked their way up, picked at my skull, at my own thoughts and memories.

“I’m sorry I won’t be able to meet her again on the next full moon.”

Uncle Thomas swayed slightly. Opened his mouth, but no words came, just a wheezing rasp.

My mind spun. I thought of Charlotte’s visit to our home just yesterday. Of my aunt’s little bag of bones, the moonlight walks she took—couldn’t sleep, Frankie, but don’t bother your uncle with it, he wouldn’t enjoy hearing that I was out wandering in the wee hours, but it calms me so, to look at the moon. Then she was with child and moved into the spare room across the hall upstairs, insisted on sleeping in separate beds, worried, she’d told me, that Uncle Thomas’s affection would harm the child growing inside her.

“That’s enough, demon!” Luther shouted. He snatched a lantern off its hook on the wall of the barn and flung it into the hay and paper beside the knackerman’s chair, where it exploded in a shower of glass and flame.

“No!” I cried, jumping forward, trying to stomp out the fire with my boot, but it moved too fast. The flames sprang to life, dancing their way through the crumpled paper and straw, catching the bits of twigs and kindling. Smoke curled up like dark phantoms rising to the apex of the barn’s roof, gathering there to watch what played out below. I jerked my leg away before my trousers caught fire.

My uncle stood frozen beside me, staring at the man in the middle of the fire, in the middle of all the chaos in recent days.

“And tell her I’m sorry that I won’t be able to see the child born!” the knackerman roared over the crackle of the fire.

Uncle Thomas pulled the pistol out of his pocket. But instead of turning it on Luther and his band of townspeople, instead of setting the burning man free, Thomas trained the gun on the knackerman.

“It isn’t true!” he said. “She would never…”

“Uncle Thomas!” I cried. “Put the gun—” Before I could finish, he shoved me away without looking me in the face.

The knackerman gave him a hideous smile.

“Burn!” Michael Knapp shouted.

“Burn, devil!” the men and women of Boone’s Ferry chanted, again and again. “Burn. Burn, devil, burn!”

The flames crackled and popped, catching the pieces of wood beneath the chair, the legs of the chair.

Sparks shot out, and the heat grew so intense the tears on my cheeks were drying as soon as they fell. The smoke felt thick in my lungs and I began coughing. I covered my face and stepped back.

I looked to my uncle, to reason with him to leave immediately. As I squinted through the smoke, I could see his lips were moving, in unison with the chorus around us.

“Burn. Burn, devil, burn.”

“You’ll all pay for this,” the knackerman promised as he thrashed desperately against his bindings, rocking the heavy chair. “I’ll be back for each and every one of you! And the generations that come after you! You can burn me alive but you can’t kill the knackerman!”

The knackerman’s skin sizzled and burned and he kicked furiously, writhing, screaming; a high-pitched whinnying screech that didn’t sound human.

I let out a sob and covered my ears as I watched him twist and thrash as the flames took him. The flames were a living thing, reaching out with orange and yellow fingers, catching the hay on the barn floor on fire, and within seconds, the back of the building was engulfed, flames racing to the hayloft, which went up like a tinderbox.

This is hell, I thought. We are all standing in hell. A hell of our own making.

“Everyone out!” Luther shouted. The townspeople ran, scattering, choking on smoke as the knackerman whinnied and screamed, as chunks of ash rained down like ruined snow.

Uncle Thomas stayed where he was, still clutching the gun, aiming it at the screaming man.

No one deserved this. No one. No matter what they had done.

“Shoot him, for God’s sake!” I begged, turning from my uncle to the figure in the flames.

Uncle Thomas fell down to his knees, toward the inferno. I got down with him, wrapped my arms around his chest, pulling him away.

I felt the scorching heat on my face—we were too close, the fire too hot. Sparks were landing on our clothing, in our hair.

“We need to go!” I screamed at him now. I dragged my uncle a few feet, but he was larger and heavier and I didn’t have the strength.

“The roof’s about to go!” a voice shouted in my ear, above the roar of the flames, the hideous squalls of laughter that had clearly turned back into screams.

It was Luther St. James. Together we pulled Uncle Thomas from the burning barn. We dragged him into the numb and quiet circle of men and women who stood in the melting snow, watching the fire take the old barn with a quickness I could never have imagined.

I reached up, felt my own singed hair and eyebrows. I looked at my uncle—his face was burned, blistered in places, his lips cracked and oozing.

No one spoke. All of us seemed to be holding our collective breath as the roof came down with a fiery crash, flames shooting up, sparks flying out like a thousand tiny demons, set free at last.
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Oh, thank goodness you came!” Josephine exclaimed. “You’ll be safe here.”

The three of them stood in her living room, the faces of hundreds of clothespin dolls—the dead of Boone’s Ferry—looking at them. Ashley glanced at the shelf where the tiny figures of their great-grandparents, Thomas and Margaret, stood watching, the Frankie doll beside them.

What are you going to do now? they seemed to say.

“We need to use your phone,” Ashley said, practically pushing past the old woman and going for the phone on the wall. She would have expected an ancient rotary dial like the one Gram had, but Josephine had a modern cordless phone. She picked up the receiver, clicked the call button, and nothing happened. No dial tone, no faint buzz of static. It was dead.

“Phones are out, dear,” Josephine said matter-of-factly. “Happens all the time, I’m afraid. Usually gets fixed within a few hours, though we aren’t the phone company’s top priority, that’s for certain.”

“Do you have a car?” Malcolm asked the old woman.

Josephine laughed, exposing her large, blocky, horselike dentures. “Oh my goodness, no! I haven’t driven in years. And a good thing too, with my eyesight the way it is.”

“Well, surely you know someone with a car?” Ashley said. “Someone who can help us?”

Josephine took in a deep breath and let it out.

“I’ve lived here in Boone’s Ferry my whole life. Can’t imagine living anywhere else. Wouldn’t want to. I feel like I belong here just as much as that big old oak in the backyard belongs. I’ve got my roots down deep too. But there are things about living here, things that are hard for outsiders to understand. Your grandmother, she knew what those things were. What was expected of her. And there came a time when she’d had enough. I never understood what enough meant. Not until now. Now—now I’ve had enough too. But I’m afraid it might be too late.”

“What are you talking about?” Malcolm asked.

“I don’t understand,” Ashley admitted.

“Once you get the mark, he hunts you down. Everyone in the village will help him.”

“Why? Why do they help him?” Ashley asked in disbelief.

“Are we talking a cult here? Some kind of mass delusion?” Malcolm said.

“Delusion?” Josephine repeated, as if she was considering it. “No, dear. They know what will happen if they don’t help him. If they go against his wishes, the whole town will suffer. Crops will fail. Cows will dry up. Animals will die. And there will be sickness, perhaps terrible sickness; a sickness as bad as what happened all those years ago.”

“But surely you see that that’s all superstition, Josephine,” Ashley said.

Josephine smiled ruefully. “I can see why you’d think that, truly I can. But the curse is very real. He holds it over us each and every day. So far, we’ve been safe. There’ve been a few deaths. A few bad years, some… difficulties. But we’ve never done anything to cause him to unleash his true fury. Not yet.”

There was a knock at the front door.

They all jumped, then looked at each other, frozen.

“Quick,” whispered Josephine. “Into the basement. Both of you.”

Before Ash had time to ask any more questions, Josephine was hurrying them down the hall toward the kitchen and stopped at a narrow door just before it. She unlatched a heavy metal sliding bolt at the top and opened the door, turned on the lights with an old-fashioned push-button switch. A single lightbulb lit up at the bottom of a set of worn wooden stairs. A damp, musty smell drifted up.

There was more knocking at the front door. Louder. More insistent.

Josephine urged Malcolm through the open door into the basement. “Hurry! Get down there and hide! Don’t make a peep.” Heeding her advice, Malcolm trotted down the steps.

Ashley went next, willing herself not to rush on the rickety wooden stairs. There was no handrail, so she pressed her palm against the cool stones of the wall as she descended. In a hushed tone, Josephine promised, “You’ll be safe down here,” and then slammed the door shut and slid the bolt into place on the other side.

Reaching the bottom of the stairs, Ash could see Mal’s confusion and panic rising, and she gave his hand a squeeze. Whatever was happening, they were in this together. They scanned the room. There were shelves lining the wall on one side of the steps, crammed with old paint cans and thinner, rags, boxes of lightbulbs, spare fuses, a flashlight. Tucked behind an old mop head was something she recognized immediately. Ashley froze, dropping Mal’s hand. He followed her gaze as she stared in disbelief, unable to make a sound, to even breathe. All the air left her lungs. Even her heart seemed to stop beating.

A leather bag, embossed with a sunflower and three letters. Ashley reached for it in what felt like slow motion, her arm heavy, her hand feeling disconnected from her body. Even Malcolm looked like he was going to be sick. The leather was soft, familiar, as she ran her fingers over her mother’s initials: LEF. She pulled the bag out, clutched it tight against her chest.
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Pearl woke at daybreak. I’d been sitting in the chair beside her as she lay in my bed, drifting all night. I dreamt of fire and curses. I had changed my clothing when we returned home early this morning, but the smell of smoke from the barn stayed in my hair and on my skin, filling the back of my nostrils and throat.

Pearl opened her eyes and looked at me. “Frankie.”

“You’re all right,” I said, stroking her hair. “Thank God! I don’t know what I would have done if…”

She looked around. “Where am I?”

“My bedroom,” I told her.

She smiled, said, “So this is what I had to do to get you to bring me to your bedroom?”

I laughed, took her hand in mine, and kissed her fingers.

Uncle Thomas appeared in the doorway. I was horrified to see the shape he was in. The jaundice in his eyes was worse; his skin and breath were beginning to give off the terrible rotten-fruit smell. His eyebrows were singed, his face red and blistering from burns.

Pearl gasped when she saw him, trying to sit herself up, but quickly realizing she didn’t yet have the strength. “What on earth has happened to you, Dr. Endicott?”

“Never mind about me. How are you feeling?” he asked Pearl.

“I have an awful pain in my side,” she said. “I imagine that has something to do with having been shot.”

Uncle Thomas smiled and did a quick examination of her dressing. The surrounding skin was stained orange-brown from the iodine, but the bandages were clean and dry. He patted her arm. “This will help with the pain,” he said, giving her an injection of morphine into the muscle just below her shoulder. “You need to rest,” he told her. “Frankie and I have to go out for a bit, but we’ll return soon.”

Pearl nodded, and soon drifted back to sleep. Aife settled in on the floor beside the bed.

“Keep an eye on her, girl,” I told the dog, giving her a pat on the head.



UNCLE THOMAS AND I returned to the St. James barn to find it was still smoldering. Luther St. James, Michael Knapp, Bert Osbourne, and Reverend Davies were there. “We should recover his remains,” Uncle Thomas called as we approached the group. “Bury him. It’s the very least we can do.”

“We’ll give him a proper Christian burial,” Reverend Davies suggested, and the others agreed. The men walked into the smoldering barn with grim faces, led by Luther, to collect the knackerman’s remains. I followed, biting my lip to stifle a cruel and mocking laugh. Where were their Christian values when they lit the fire, when this man was burning to death and screaming?

Remorse had set in, as I’d known it would.

“I don’t even know his true name,” Bert said. “What will we put on his stone?”

“Nothing.” Uncle Thomas was solemn. “We’ll leave it blank. Get a piece of granite and polish it to a shine, like a mirror. We’ll go and we’ll visit and we’ll see ourselves and remember what we’ve done.”

As he spoke the words, I knew them to be true, although I feared my uncle would not be among those visiting the grave.

My chest ached and my whole body felt heavy; it was difficult to make my legs move through the remains of the barn, so I followed slowly as the men navigated over smoldering timbers, hot pockets of coals, Luther leading us through the ruined structure.

Only days before, we’d stood right here in this very barn. I recalled the carnage, the wrecked bodies of the torn-apart horses. And the one still living.

“We call her Shirley,” Luther had said as we peered in at the white mare, watched in horror as she’d torn into her own leg with her teeth.

I remembered how she’d broken through the door of her stall, charging at us, like she knew, like she’d seen inside our heads, knew we were going to destroy her. Like her sickness had made her so much more than herself.

Before we all saw it, Reverend Davies crossed himself, began reciting the Lord’s Prayer: “Our father, who art in heaven…”

“What is it?” I asked, hurrying to have a look.

I picked my way through the ashes, singeing the bottoms of my trousers on hot embers, thankful for my heavy, thick-soled leather boots.

At last I got to Luther and looked down.

I let out a cry, and raised my hand to cover my face.

There, in the ashes, was the charred skeleton of a man, bits of burned flesh and gristle still clinging to it. But where a human skull should be, the elongated skull of a horse sat, the eyes simmering with the red-hot coals that glowed beneath it.
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Still clutching her mother’s bag, Ashley barreled up the steps, tried the doorknob, shoved her shoulder against the door. It was locked tight.

She pounded on the cellar door with her fists. “Josephine! Unlock the damn door!”

She could hear footsteps moving away from the kitchen—Josephine was going to answer the front door. Whoever was outside was still banging on it. “Hold your horses!” she called.

Ashley pressed her ear against the door. She could hear voices: Josephine and a man whose voice she didn’t recognize. It sounded like several people were walking into the house.

“It’s the only way.” Josephine’s voice was muffled. “They’ve left us no choice.” The man mumbled something.

“They’re just like their mother,” said another man whose voice Ashley was sure she’d heard in Loon’s Call. “We tried to warn them, to send them away, but they just kept digging.”

The voices grew dimmer—they’d moved into the front parlor. Ashley imagined them there, a handful of people surrounded by the terrible little dolls, plotting something awful.

Her mother’s bag in hand, Ashley descended the steps and crossed the dirt floor. The basement seemed huge, the edges of it disappearing into the darkness beyond the light cast by the single bulb near the foot of the stairs. She ducked to avoid the low hand-hewn beams, breathing in the odor of musty earth and moist stone. It smelled like a forgotten place.

She called to her brother, who had moved on to one of the dark recesses: “That crazy bitch locked us down here!”

As she moved away from the stairs, the shadows got thicker, the air damper. The walls of the basement were made from stones cemented together, rough and uneven, bulging in places, the cement crumbling from years of freezing and thawing, constant shifting. She could make out Malcolm in the far right corner, shining his phone on a pile of junk and boxes. There was an old bed frame, some kitchen chairs, a wheelbarrow with a broken handle, a baby crib.

Ashley squinted, waiting for her eyes to adjust to the dim light as she scanned the old cellar. To her left was an old boiler, directly in front of her a tool bench with an assortment of rusty, forgotten tools and stacked boxes full of clothespins labeled with STODDARD FACTORY, BOONE’S FERRY, VT.

There, resting on the dirt floor beside the tool bench, was the chest that had been taken from Mal’s motel room.

“Did you see this? She’s got Gram’s trunk down here.”

“Yeah, I saw,” he called. He was moving some of the junk around. “I’m looking for a way out of here. Maybe there’s a bulkhead door or something? Do you see a light switch? It’s dark as hell back here.”

“No. Just the one at the top of the stairs that turned this light on.”

Ashley stood under the hanging lightbulb and opened her mother’s bag. Louise’s laptop was there, but she didn’t see a charging cord. Ash pulled out a file folder with printouts of the research Mom had been doing, including a family tree she’d been filling in. But when Ash traced it up, found her way to Gram’s parents, she saw that her mother had scribbled Thomas Endicottt’s name out.

Ash pulled out a slim hardbound book, the kind that her mother had long used as a journal. Hurriedly, she flipped toward the end, her eye catching on a few sections:


October 10, 2014

She doesn’t believe the DNA test I took is accurate. “Of course Thomas Endicott was my father and he’s your grandfather. Now, leave it alone.” If she wants to live in denial that’s her business, but I refuse. Heading to Boone’s Ferry tomorrow.

October 14, 2014

HOLY SHIT, Anna and I learned things today in the archives. It wasn’t the flu at all, it was some kind of disease I’ve never heard of. The town panicked, started shooting anyone who was sick. They blamed this hermit that they called the knackerman, and burned him alive. There’s more, which I need time to process. So many levels of fucked-up.



Ash flipped to the next page, her fingers tracing her mother’s hurried scrawl in the last entry:


October 15, 2014

I just found the mark on my motel room door. There was knocking a little after midnight, but I didn’t dare answer, didn’t open the door until the sun had come up. I never knew what “her blood ran cold” really meant. I do now.

All packed up, leaving now. I’ve got to get help. Bring the police back.



“Uh, Ash?” Malcolm called from somewhere out of sight behind her. His voice sounded strained, far away. “I think you’re gonna want to come see this.”

“Did you find a way out?” she called.

He didn’t answer.

She began to pick her way toward Malcolm, using her phone to light the way over to a stone-lined doorway that led to a small room off the main basement.

It was a root cellar, shelves stuffed with home-canned goods in glass jars: applesauce, pickles, tomatoes, each carefully labeled and dated. Ash thought of her great-grandmother Margaret filling the shelves each summer and fall, of Thomas and Frankie coming down here to get provisions. When Gram was a girl learning to can from Margaret, her first attempts must have lined these very shelves. Ash reached out and touched a jar of pickled beets, tears pricking her eyes.

“Ash?” Mal’s voice sounded small, frightened. A little boy’s voice. She turned from the glass jars. Mal was standing in the center of the room, using his phone to light up a table in front of him. Ashley moved closer.

She saw immediately that it was the worktable where Josephine created the dolls. There was a box of blank clothespins, along with little plastic bottles of acrylic craft paints, spools of wire and thread, and a small basket of scrap fabric, all neatly arranged along the edges of the table. Ashley spotted a work light clamped to a shelf nearby, its cord snaking off through the doorway to the main basement. She flicked the switch and the scene was bathed in bright light.

In the center of the table were two new dolls. A man with dark hair and a beard, a red T-shirt, and jeans, and a woman with short dark hair dressed in jeans and a blue chambray shirt.

“It’s us,” she said.
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It’s not true,” I said. “What the knackerman said about Aunt Margaret. It can’t be.”

It was just before ten a.m. and we were back at home in the surgery. Pearl was sleeping in my bed. Aife was in the room with her, curled up on the floor, keeping watch.

I had not told her about her parents yet. She had not asked, which was a relief and meant I did not have to lie.

Benjamin was still in the cot in my aunt’s sewing room, lying cold with a stitched Y-incision in his torso, covered by a sheet.

I was applying salve to the burns on my uncle’s face. The heat coming off him from the fever and the burns was tremendous. His lungs wheezed like old bellows, and it was difficult for him to speak without coughing. The smoke in the barn certainly hadn’t done his already compromised lungs any good. The smell of ruined fruit was on his breath, seeping from his pores. He flinched as I touched him, either from the pain or the touch itself.

Even as I spoke the words, I knew they were a lie. I felt the truth tucked inside of me like a dark, heavy stone: the child my aunt carried was not Uncle Thomas’s. That was why she’d gone to Charlotte Albone and asked to end the pregnancy. That was why she’d told the old midwife Thomas would not want the child.

I knew my uncle felt the truth inside him too.

He did not reply.

“You’ve got to get the samples to Boston,” he said. “Bring help before everyone in town is dead.”

“I can’t leave you and Pearl. Not now.”

He gazed up at me, his face greasy and red, his eyes yellow, his eyebrows and the front of his hair singed off. “Now is exactly the time you must leave, Frankie. They’re going door-to-door shooting the sick.”

“But Pearl—”

“If you want to save Pearl, you’ve got to bring back help. She isn’t safe here. No one is. Everyone—the sick and the uninfected—we’re all dangerous.” He spoke the words with fury, his hands balling into fists.

I said nothing, only nodded. And I thought of how he himself had chanted burn, devil, burn beside the pyre last night as the knackerman screamed.

“Go into my bedroom. Get my leather traveling case. We’ll pack the specimens up in that. Wrap them carefully.”

“But, Uncle, I—”

“Do as I say!” he snarled.

I nodded, backed away.

I was up in his room when I heard Luther and Henry arrive. They’d come to fetch Benjamin’s body and bring him to the church to be buried. They’d gone this morning with a group of men, including Reverend Davies, to bury the remains of the knackerman at the edge of the cemetery.

I came downstairs with the leather case and found my uncle, Luther, and Henry in the surgery.

“What’s all this?” Luther asked, looking at the row of specimen jars and test tubes laid out on the table, the piles of notes.

Uncle Thomas coughed, then cleared his throat. “Documentation of the outbreak. I’m sending Frankie to Boston with it. The doctors there, they have much more experience—more tools for studying and diagnosing.”

“No,” Luther said flatly. “No outsiders can know what’s happening here.”

“If it’s about what happened at your barn last night—” Uncle Thomas began.

“No,” Luther interrupted. He walked over, picked up a jar with a sliver of Benjamin’s lung inside, and set it down quickly, wiping his hand on his trousers. “Your… collection here. It needs to be destroyed. It’s not leaving town. Neither of you are leaving town.” He touched the revolver he wore strapped to his hip.

“As you wish,” Uncle Thomas said with a sigh.

“But, Uncle—” I started to argue.

Uncle Thomas shot me a just play along look.

“He’s right,” Uncle Thomas said, picking up one of the pages of notes I’d carefully taken and crumpling it in his hands. “Build a hot fire out back, Frankie. Burn it all.”

I nodded. “Okay.”

Uncle Thomas started to cough violently, putting a dirty handkerchief to his mouth to catch the blood-speckled mucus. Luther backed away.

“That’s settled then,” he said with satisfaction. “We’ll take Mr. Stoddard to the church. There’s a coffin waiting. We’ve already dug the grave. The reverend will do a service at four, and we’ll get anyone we can from town to pay last respects and have him in the ground before nightfall.”

“We’ll be there,” Uncle Thomas said. “Four o’clock.”

We led Luther and Henry to the sewing room, where they collected Benjamin’s body and carried him out of the house. I shut and latched the front door behind them.

“We’ve got to hurry,” Uncle Thomas said when I returned to the surgery. He had the metal lockbox that he kept certain medications in and was dumping out its contents. “They’ll be back. Back to make sure we’ve destroyed all the evidence.”

“What are we going to do?” I asked.

“You’re going to hide it. Hide it in a place no one would dare look. But they may be watching.” He hurriedly told me his plan. “Quickly now. I’ll pack these things up.”

I dashed down to the cellar and into the pantry, then out to the shed for kerosene, rags, and an armload of dry firewood. Outside, I built a small, hot fire. Into it went glass canning jars of beets and pickled onions, a few old rags tied into odd shapes, pieces of scrap paper we used for starting fires in the kitchen. Great clouds of black smoke billowed up like terrible phantoms. The jars crashed and exploded in the heat.

Back in the house, Uncle Thomas had wrapped the real specimen jars in cotton bandaging and placed them in a leather satchel along with our notes, then tucked the satchel into the metal lockbox.

“Go now,” he told me, pressing the box into my hands. “Make sure you’re not seen. Out the back door and through the woods.”

I buttoned up my old wool coat, stained with Pearl’s blood and singed from the barn fire, fetched my knapsack, and stowed the box in it. I stopped by the shed for a shovel and slipped onto the path into the woods, the same path I used to follow to meet Pearl, a lifetime ago. Once again, I did what I was good at: not being seen, blending in, moving through the dark, secret places of town like a ghost.
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Ashley looked at the ceiling of the root cellar. Was the knackerman up there now with his long coat and bone face? Her heart thudded, vibrating in her ears, blocking out all other sounds.

Malcolm stared down at the dolls on the table, ran his hands over his face. “We should never have come here! We should have listened to Gram.”

“She was trying to protect us. That’s why she lied, did everything to keep us away from here. She was trying to keep us safe.”

“Well, we fucked that up! Those people up there, whoever they are, they’re going to come down here any minute, and—”

“Look at me, Mal,” she said, turning his face away from the table and making eye contact with him. “We’re going to find a way out.”

He nodded.

Footsteps thumped upstairs. Dust and cobwebs shook loose, drifted down from the floorboards overhead.

“There’s a doorway over there that’s been bricked over,” Mal said, pointing to the back corner of the root cellar.

“You think it leads outside?” Ash asked.

“More than likely.” Mal angled the clamp light toward it, went over to give it a closer inspection. “The mortar is crumbling like hell—I think I could get through this if I had the right tools.” There was a glimmer of hope in his voice.

“I saw a hammer and chisel on the tool bench. Go get them and see what you can do. I’ll keep looking around. Maybe there’s a sledgehammer or something that can get us out faster.”

Mal fetched the hammer and chisel and went to work. Ash began searching for a mallet, a splitting maul—anything with more heft to it. As Malcolm began tapping on the brick wall, she hoped they couldn’t hear him upstairs.

She could hear the occasional scrape of a chair on the floor, the low murmur of voices drifting down through the floorboards.

Ashley was pulling a tarp off a large, irregular pile of objects when she felt the back of her neck prickle. Her skin went cold.

Ash, came a whispering voice.

She held her breath and turned.

There, standing in the shadowy edge of the basement, was her mother. She wore her good camel-hair coat, though it was stained with blood. Her head was bashed open, revealing the cracked white skull and brain. Her face was swollen, her jaw unhinged.

Ashley closed her eyes and counted to three.

Tap, tap, tap went Mal’s hammer against the chisel. She heard a brick fall.

She opened her eyes and her mother was still there, staring at Ashley.

Every hair on Ash’s body stood on end. The air felt electric.

She knew then. This wasn’t a hallucination, never had been.

Above them, there was more pounding on Josephine’s front door. Footsteps moved across the floor to answer it.

“I’m sorry,” Ash whispered. And she was sorry. Sorry she hadn’t believed her mother had been real. Sorry she hadn’t said yes to going for coffee, for being frustrated with her mother’s obsession with the family tree when they last spoke.

There was shouting upstairs. Ash looked up at the ceiling. It sounded like several more people had arrived and they entered the house like a small stampede. She could hear some of what they were saying:

“It’s the knackerman’s mark!”

“He’s painted it on houses all over town!”

She looked back at the spot where her mother had been standing. She was gone.

Ashley heard Malcolm swearing from the root cellar.

Ash called, “You okay?”

“It’s a dead end. It just leads to another little room.”

Where her mother had stood just a moment ago, there was an old wooden stepladder draped with a worn rug, pushed up against the stone wall of the foundation.

Just above and behind the ladder, where the wall met the basement’s ceiling, there were a couple of boards nailed into something. She pulled the ladder out of the way for a better look.

“Mal!” she cried, trying to keep her voice down. “Come here! And bring the hammer!”

The boards covered a small rectangular window—she could see a few tiny slivers of daylight peeking through the cracks. Ashley yanked the ladder back into place, tossed the rug off it, and scampered up. Malcolm appeared and handed her the hammer. She went to work prying at the rusty nails with the claw of the hammer.

Up above, there was more knocking. More footsteps. More panicked voices shouting about the marks.

The first nail popped out, went flying. She jammed the claw of the hammer under the edge of the board and leaned on it hard with both hands, while Malcolm sturdied the ladder. The board came loose; she wrenched it from the wall and flung it to the floor. Behind it was a window with a filthy, cracked pane of glass. If they could get to it, it was just big enough for them to shimmy through.

The second, upper board was easier—a couple of good whacks with the hammer, and the decaying wood split, allowing her to pull it off the window in pieces.

“Hell, yeah!” Malcolm cheered her on.

Ashley unlatched the window, pulling on it. But the wood was old and rotten, swollen tight. Fueled by fear and desperation, Ashley gave the window a shove, then yanked back with all the force she could muster. The wood came loose, opening so quickly that she nearly lost her balance on the ladder.

The broken glass that was in the rotten frame fell out and hit the floor with an explosive smash.

Ash and Malcolm looked at each other, terrified. Upstairs, the noises got quiet.

“Let’s go,” Mal whispered. “Now!”

Then she heard footsteps moving toward the top of the staircase.

“I need Mom’s bag,” she said, scrambling down to grab the leather tote.

“You first,” he said, still holding the rickety wooden ladder. She climbed up, threw the bag out the open window, then pulled her upper body through the opening, shimmying as she wiggled her hips through, the belt loop on her jeans catching on a nail.

“Ashley?” Josephine’s voice called from the top of the stairs. Her footsteps started to descend. “Malcolm?”

“We’re good,” Malcolm called up to her. “Just dropped a canning jar.”

Ashley freed herself with a jerk, squirmed out, grabbed the bag from the ground, and stood up, keeping her body pressed against the house so no one could see her out of the window.

Mal scurried up the ladder and slid through the opening effortlessly.

They held their positions, backs flat against the house, eyes on the woods that began on the other side of the wide expanse of Josephine’s back lawn. No choice. They had to make a run for it.

“On three,” Ashley said, then did the countdown:

“One.

“Two.

“Three!”

They bolted across the yard, neither one of them looking back. For a brief second, Ashley wondered what would happen if someone in the house had a gun. They’d be easy targets—no cover, nowhere to go but in a straight line, running, running, breathing like freight trains, muscles and lungs screaming with effort.

At last they reached the woods, the safe cover of trees. They kept going, only slowing as much as necessary to scramble over tree roots and through brush.

They did not dare to turn around.

It seemed impossible that no one had come after them, no shots fired, no pounding footsteps; no one even shouted for them to stop.

Almost as if they’d decided to let them go.

We’re running right to him, Ashley thought. Whoever, whatever he is, he’s out here in these woods, waiting for us.

But then again, really, what choice did they have?

They just kept going, forging their own trail deep into the darkest place of the woods.
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The soil was not hard to shovel. I worked quickly, not wanting to be caught. I knew others would be coming later to bury Benjamin.

The knackerman’s grave was easy to find: a plot of freshly turned earth at the northwest corner of the cemetery, bordering the woods, far away from other graves.

Uncle Thomas was right—this was the one place no one would ever dare look. The perfect hiding place.

I’d go to Boston, bring back a team of doctors, and together we’d dig up the samples and notes.

I dug until I hit the white sackcloth they’d wrapped the body in. No coffin.

I got down on my belly at the edge of the hole I’d dug, gently lowered the locked metal box with the samples and notes inside. I could smell damp earth and the smoky burned flesh smell coming from inside the sackcloth. My arms didn’t quite reach and I had to drop the box. It landed on the wrapped corpse with a dull thud and I jerked back, afraid it might wake him somehow, make him sit up in his grave, reach for me with charred bony fingers.

I scrambled back to my feet, and quickly refilled the grave with my shovel. As I worked, I had the feeling of eyes on me, of the trees themselves watching, mocking me. The wind ran through them and I was sure I heard whispering as the branches rubbed together.

But I couldn’t make out the words, just a thick brogue, the words coming out like a chant.

I turned and fled the cemetery, followed the path through the woods, holding the shovel in both hands in front of me, ready to use it as a weapon.

But no foe materialized.

At last our house came into view. I cut across the backyard, where the coals of my abandoned fire still smoldered, and entered through the kitchen door, leaving the shovel outside.

“It’s done,” I said as I stepped into my uncle’s surgery. “I’ve buried it all, where nobody will find it.” My boots tracked mud across the floor, and there was dirt under my fingernails, on the knees of my trousers. My heart was hammering. My mouth tasted like copper.

Uncle Thomas was sitting at his desk, slumped forward, hands and head on the desk. He’d changed into a clean shirt and trousers.

Aife was there at his feet. She lifted her head when she saw me and gave a nervous yawn.

“Uncle?” I said around the tight knot in my throat.

He could have been resting, finally getting the sleep I’d been encouraging him to get for days now.

But I smelled the gunpowder, saw the Smith and Wesson wrapped in his right hand on the desktop.

I approached my uncle slowly, my legs wobbly and not wanting to move forward. I touched him, felt for a pulse at the carotid artery. There was none. And gone was the fever. He was cool to the touch.

Gently I touched his head, saw the entrance wound in his right temple.

I blinked stupidly at him, like perhaps it was an illusion, a trick my eyes were playing on me. Or perhaps it was a dream. A dream I might wake up from if I willed myself strongly enough.

I let out a strangled little gasp. I could not feel my legs beneath me and had to hold myself up with the back of his chair. I shoved my right hand to my face, gnawing at the knuckles that filled my mouth in an effort to keep myself from screaming.

I thought of my uncle’s lessons, his instructions to put my emotions in a box when there was work to be done. And God knew, there was work to be done.

I took in a ragged breath, attempted to steady myself.

There was a note on the desk, and under it a letter addressed to Dr. James Fulton, Boston City Hospital Chief of Staff.

The note, written in my uncle’s neat cursive, said:


It’s better this way and we both know it. Go to Amsterdale. Find your aunt. Tell her nothing of what transpired here, what the knackerman said, or what was done to him. Tell her I love her and our unborn child with all my heart. Board a train to Boston. Bring Dr. Fulton my letter. I’ve asked him to assemble a team and return here. You’ll guide them, Frankie. You’ll show them where the samples and notes are hidden.

You’re going to make a fine doctor, Frankie. The very finest.

I could not be more proud of you.

Your loving uncle,

Thomas
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They ran, stumbling over roots, faces scratched and torn by branches, clothing catching on brambles. They did not know where they were going. Ashley was sure she heard hoofbeats in the distance, following, getting closer. She did not turn to look.

The sun was setting fast behind the mountains to the west. The air felt cold and dangerous and carried the smell of woodsmoke and rotten leaves.

She led them down trails that snaked through the woods, past skeletal trees bare of branches, white birches glowing like ghosts. When she came to forks and turns, she guessed at which way to go. At last, she passed a stand of tall, straight red pines that seemed familiar. They were near Mini’s house. Ash crept out toward the road, Mal behind her. They could see people down in the street, out on their front porches, shaking their heads.

“Holy shit,” Mal whispered. “Look. A bunch of houses got the mark.”

“Come on,” said, Ash, pulling him along through trees to Main Street. It was the same there: it seemed every other house had a crudely painted red horse head on it. Even Loon’s Call Pub had been marked.

“What the hell is happening?” Mal asked, voice high and panicked.

“I don’t know,” Ash admitted, heart hammering as she pulled him back into the shadows. They stood still, watching. More and more people were venturing out of their houses to look at the marks on their doors, on the doors of their neighbors. They spoke in low, worried buzzing tones. Some of the women and children were crying. Their fear was a living, palpable thing that seemed to be reaching out with tendrils, brushing Ashley’s cheek, making her cold all over.

“We need to leave. Now,” Mal whispered fiercely. “I say we cut back through the woods, follow the road as closely as we can while staying hidden, go up the hill the way we came when we drove into town yesterday.”

Ash nodded. Could they really make it out of the valley on foot? The next town was miles and miles away over rough terrain. But what choice did they have?

“Yes, okay. But there’s something we need to do first.”

Ash grabbed his hand, pulled him back to the path that looped off Mini’s road—the one they had taken to the cemetery.

Ash followed it, picking her way through the growing darkness, walking slowly, her right arm behind her as she held tight to her brother’s hand.

“Where are we going?” he asked.

“Shh,” she warned. She could see the church through the trees, the white steeple looming up into the dark-purple sky. They were approaching from the back. She pointed.

“We need to get into the church office. Cheryl said they keep all kinds of records there—births, deaths, burials. There might be something about what they did to Mom, and we’re going to need evidence.”

Malcolm looked miserable. “Jesus Christ, Ash. Isn’t the fact that we found her bag enough? And if we don’t get out of here right now—”

She cut him off. “I’m going in. I’ll be quick, I promise. You can wait here if you want.” She pulled her hand away from his and ran, crouched over, down the path to the church parking lot. There were no cars in the lot and the windows of the church were dark.

Mal followed her. “Ash,” he whispered. “Please. This is crazy.”

Still crouching low, she sprinted across the parking lot and up the steps to the two large front doors of the church. They were unlocked. Mal came up behind her.

They stepped inside. The doors opened into a narrow vestibule, with stairs that she guessed led up to the steeple and bell. Beyond the entryway were rows of pews, an altar at the front. The church was dark and smelled of old wood, incense, and the bitter herbs of the sachet Mini had been wearing around her neck.

They moved toward the front of the church where the pulpit was, behind it a large carved wooden crucifix. There was no ornate stained glass, just a simple round window above the crucifix, letting in the last purplish light of dusk. The crucifix itself was one of the gruesome ones, Christ’s eyes half open under his crown of thorns, blood dripping from the nails at his hands and feet.

Ash climbed a couple of steps to the sanctuary and passed the altar where Christ loomed. There was a door on the right with a small metal sign helpfully labeled OFFICE. It led to a small but tidy room with a desk, chair, and floor-to-ceiling shelves.

Dozens of old leather-bound volumes filled one of the shelves. They were unmarked, but Ashley gravitated to them immediately, pulled one down at random, flipped it open. Mal found a switch and turned on the light.

“Bingo! This one’s from the eighteen-seventies!” Malcolm came and looked over her shoulder. The small, fussy, old-fashioned cursive was in faded brown ink, with blotches here and there, but it was largely legible. The page she’d opened to was headed May 1874 and listed in chronological order every event of note for that month. Babies were born, marriages were sanctified, residents died, each documented in a single, simple line: 16th—Mary Boone, 43, death, consumption. 23rd—Robert Osbourne, infant son of Joseph and Abigail, baptized.

They pulled down a few more volumes before they found the one that contained 1918 and 1919. “Look at all these deaths in the fall of 1918,” she said, pointing at a list of names followed by death, Spanish flu. She turned a few pages to the spring of 1919 and found another list of names. The notes next to these names were chilling: death, demonic possession.

“Um, the cause of death was… demonic possession?” Mal stared down at the neat cursive.

She felt sick to her stomach. The room seemed to lurch.

Mal pulled down the volume on the far right, which had the entries up to the current day.

They flipped to the page for October 2014. It listed the harvest festival, a marriage, and two births. Nothing about Anna O’Brien’s death or the town hall burning down.

Nothing about their mother.

“Let’s get out of here,” Ashley said.

Directly opposite the office, on the other side of the crucifix, Ashley noticed a nook they’d missed on the way in. It contained some kind of altar, with a large painting above it.

A Lorelei Prentice original.

They moved toward the nook, compelled. Malcolm flipped on the flashlight on his phone. The altar consisted of a heavy table topped with a large rectangular box. The box was surrounded by offerings: votive candles in glass jars, piles of coins, ears of corn, a bottle of liquor, pieces of jewelry.

On the wall above the altar hung a watercolor portrait, obviously the work of Lorelei because the proportions were wrong: a man with shaggy dark curls, a bushy beard, and dark eyes. He wore a long hooded coat and held a knife in one hand, a horse skull in the other. His fingers were too long, hands misshapen, face too big for his body, one eye looking off in the distance while the other stared straight at them. Two photographs flanked the portrait. The one on the left was a copy of a picture Ashley recognized from the pub: the blurry photo of a bearded man driving a cart with a dead horse sprawled in the back. The photo on the right was an old sepia-toned formal portrait of the man in the painting.

Ash made a little choking sound.

She recognized the man in the photo, though it was impossible.

“That’s… me?” Mal said.

But Ash wasn’t looking at the painting or photos anymore. They were up against the box that lay on the altar, which she saw now was topped with a clear glass lid. Inside the sealed case was the skeleton of a man with a stained horse skull where his head should be.

“It’s him,” she said, staring down into the creature’s dark, empty eye sockets.
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March 17, 1919

We buried my uncle this morning. Only a handful of people came: Luther St. James and his son, old Mrs. Cutter who played the organ in the church and attended every funeral. Reverend Davies led us in prayer as we stood around the freshly dug grave, the pine coffin resting at the bottom. Pearl had wanted to come, had insisted she could get out of bed and make the walk to the cemetery, but I’d forbidden it. I’d told her about her parents. Tears filled her eyes but she had nodded bravely, told me she’d been expecting the news, preparing for it. She’d taken my hand in hers, kissed my knuckles. “You’re all I have left now,” she’d said. “Don’t you dare leave me too.”

“I will fear no evil,” Reverend Davies had said as he stood over my uncle’s grave, “for you are with me; Your rod and your staff, they comfort me. You prepare a table before me in the presence of my enemies.…”

I’ve never been much for praying, so I closed my eyes tightly and made a promise to my uncle instead: I will become the doctor you believed I could be. I will put all of your lessons, all of your faith in me, to good use. I will go to Boston. I will get help because a good doctor knows when they need help.

I opened my eyes, looked at the small gathering, thinking it sad that my uncle didn’t have more people to send him out of this world and on to the next. He might have been an outsider, but he’d earned the respect of just about every resident in Boone’s Ferry.

But I knew everyone else was either sick or hiding in their houses with the doors locked, afraid to come out. And there was a reason for that fear. So many of the sick now ran through the streets attacking passersby, drawing blood, spreading the sickness. When you went outside now, it was best to take a weapon—a shotgun, an ax—and to keep your eyes alert for any movement in the shadows. These last few days, we’d watched as familiar neighbors—Mrs. Hodgson, my old grade-school teacher; Jack Dorsey, the sweet boy who ran the lathe at the factory—turned into something else, their eyes yellow, their breathing raspy. They’d throw off their clothes and attack anyone who crossed their paths. It was like something from a nightmare or a terrible book about a living hell. To make matters worse, the sick were still being gunned down. Shots were heard at all hours of the day and night. Bodies carted off to the church to be prayed over and buried quickly, without questions.

People continued to leave food, coins, and rum on their doorsteps—offerings for the knackerman. They did it even now that he was dead so that his spirit would be appeased and spare them.

“What are we going to do?” Pearl asked now.

We were in my room, resting together in my bed. I’d just changed Pearl’s dressing—her wounds looked good, showed no trace of infection.

I bit my lip, tucked a piece of hair behind Pearl’s ear, smoothing it. “I’m going to go get help. The weather’s been clear for days, most of the snow is gone. I’ll walk through the pass to Amsterdale. I’ll find my aunt. Then I’ll board the train to Boston and go to the hospital where Uncle Thomas used to work. I’ll look for some of the men he worked with there, men who trained him.”

Pearl sat up and threw her legs over the edge of the bed, fluttering her hands over her nightgown. She flinched a little from the effort. “We’ll need to go to my house to get clothing and a suitcase. I don’t need much. I have money and I can buy things in Boston. It’ll be dark soon. We shouldn’t travel at night. We should go first thing tomorrow.”

“No,” I said, shaking my head firmly. “You’re going to stay here.”

“Like hell!” Pearl said. “I’m coming with you. You’re not leaving me.” She grabbed my wrist with a strength that surprised me.

“Pearl,” I said in a soothing voice, “you’re not well enough to travel. You were shot and had surgery. You need to rest and to get well.”

“But what am I supposed to do? Just stay here all by myself?”

“You’ll have Aife for company,” I said, calling the dog, who trotted in from her bed in the kitchen near the woodstove. Her toenails clicked as she hurried to us across the wood floor. She came and rested her chin on the edge of Pearl’s bed. Pearl stroked her head.

“There’s plenty of food—there’s all that’s in the pantry, and the canned goods in the cellar. I’ll bring armloads up for you,” I went on. “You’ve got all the books in my uncle’s library to keep you entertained. You are going to stay here with the door locked and not open it for anyone until I return. Do you understand?”

Pearl only stared.

“Promise me,” I said. “Promise me you’ll stay here and wait for me.”

“And what are you going to do if I say no?” Pearl asked. “Shoot me again?” She gave me a wicked little smile.

“That’s not funny. You know how terrible I feel about what happened. How guilty I feel that you’re here in this bed because of me.”

“Because I jumped out at you,” Pearl corrected.

“I could have killed you,” I said, looking away.

Pearl reached for my face, turned it toward hers, stroked my cheek.

“But you didn’t. And personally, I think I’m going to have a rather fetching scar.” She grinned her fox grin. “Something that ties me to you forever.”

I shook my head. “I’d much rather it was a piece of jewelry I’d given you that tied us together and made you think of me each time you saw it.”

“Like a wedding ring?” Pearl asked.

My face and ears grew red.

Pearl crossed her arms defiantly over her chest and pouted. “Are you saying you don’t want to marry me, Frances O’Massey?”

“No! That’s not what I’m saying. But what you’re asking… it’s…”

“If you say it’s impossible, I’ll remind you we’ve had our share of impossible things happening around here lately.”

I nodded. “Indeed we have.”

“I’ll make a deal with you, Frankie. I’ll stay here and be a good housewife all on my own, but when you come back from the big city, you bring me a ring. Is that an agreeable arrangement?”

I smiled. “Very agreeable indeed,” I said, and leaned in to kiss Pearl. She pulled me to her.

“Careful,” I said, “I don’t want to hurt you or rip your sutures. I just put on a clean dressing and—”

“The hell with the dressing,” she said, kissing my lips, my cheek, nibbling my neck while her deft fingers unbuttoned my shirt.



LATER, WHILE PEARL rested, I spent much of the afternoon preparing. I went to Pearl’s house to gather some of her clothing and belongings. I got Benjamin Stoddard’s Winchester rifle and brought it to Pearl.

“Just in case,” I said. “Do you know how to use it?”

“Of course I do,” Pearl said, picking up the gun, checking to see that it was loaded. “My father used to take me duck hunting when I was younger. I was a better shot than he.”

I stuffed my old canvas knapsack with bread, hard cheese, salami, and a flask of water. I packed my pipe and tobacco and threw in a couple of changes of clothes, extra wool socks, and my uncle’s Smith and Wesson. The same revolver he’d used to put a bullet in his own head.

Our last night together, I slept beside Pearl, spooned against her, listening to her breath and trying to time my own to match hers.

Pearl would be safe here. She had to be.

I’d get to Boston and back as quickly as I could.

“I will come back for you,” I whispered as my beloved slept beside me. “I will come back with a ring in my pocket.”

Just a few days, I told myself. If the weather was right and the trains were running, I should be back in four or five days at the latest.
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October 18, 2016

Ashley clapped her hand over her mouth as she stared down at the skeleton with the horse skull where a human skull should be. The dark eye sockets watched her, daring her to make her next move.

Her eyes moved to the offerings scattered around the altar beside the glass-topped case. And there, amidst the dried flowers, burnt-out votives, coins, and jewelry, was a cameo ring with the carved white face of a woman looking to the left. Ashley knew it well. Had studied it, touched it, asked about it a thousand times when she was a girl and it was on her mother’s finger. It had belonged once to Margaret Endicott, given to her by her own mother, then passed down to Gram, who passed it down to Mom. Ashley picked up the ring and it seemed to thrum in her hand like a living thing, like somehow it held the energy of all the women before her who’d worn it. She slipped it on her finger, just where it belonged.

“Oh my God.” Mal’s eyes were huge. “Mom’s ring! But what’s it—” He stopped, suddenly understanding.

She reached for his hand and took it, squeezing it tight.

They stood like that, letting the truth sink in.

“What’s all that stuff in there with the… uh, remains?” Mal asked, shining the light from his phone through the glass. Tucked into the corners were a tattered leather satchel, papers with faint handwriting on them, some small jars topped with wax.

Ash leaned in for a closer look. “I don’t—”

Ash and Mal jumped as the deep and deafening church bell began to ring out overhead.

The church lights flipped on and flooded the space with bright light.

“Let that alone!” a voice shrieked. They spun to see Josephine, Jack St. James, and Pops from the general store storming down the aisle between the pews. Pops had a rifle.

“Let’s get them out of here before the whole town shows up!” Josephine ordered the men.

Pops and Jack marched grimly toward where Ash and Mal stood, between the main altar and the bizarre quasi-pagan shrine to the horse-headed god this town seemed to live in fear of, the enormous wooden crucifix looming above them all.

“You stay away from us!” Malcolm yelled at them. He grabbed a wrought-iron candlestick from the altar and brandished it. “If anything happens to us, there’ll be hell to pay!” Ashley desperately wanted it to be true, but knew it would be days before anyone—maybe Brian Reyes, Gram’s lawyer? or her boss at the café?—traced them to Boone’s Ferry. Plenty of time for these lunatics to cover up their murders, just like they had their mother’s.

The two men were just a few feet away now, undeterred.

“Come on, now, son,” Pops said to Malcolm in the same irritated tone he’d used when selling them tobacco just a few hours before. He was cradling his rifle across his chest, not feeling the need to aim it at them. “What exactly are you going to do with that thing?” He jerked his chin at the candlestick.

Malcolm stepped forward and swung the candlestick, hard, aiming for Pops’s head. Pops ducked deftly; the candlestick whizzed through the air a good foot over his head, and the momentum of the swing carried Mal off-balance. At that moment Jack St. James barreled into him, crouched low like he was tackling someone on the football field. Mal fell back into the case that held the bones, and the heavy candlestick smashed through the glass top.

“For God’s sake, stop!” Josephine was screaming again. “The shrine! You idiots!”

Ashley rushed to Malcolm, helped him to stand. The side of his hand was bleeding and she smelled the sharp tang of formaldehyde.
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October 18, 2016

The church bell was ringing now just like Willy had said it would. He took a break from digging and looked up at her from down in the hole of the knackerman’s empty grave. Only it wasn’t his face looking up at her, but the knackerman’s. He’d been wearing the costume since they left the knackerman’s place up on Saw Meadow Hill.

Then he’d gone through town, in costume, putting the knackerman’s mark on all the doors he could manage—making sure to get Josephine’s, Jack St. James’s, the pub, and Pops’s store.

And when he was finished, Mini had been waiting for him in the cemetery with a shovel and a flashlight just like he’d asked.

She didn’t understand his plan, but when he said, “Trust me,” for whatever reason, she did.

He knew they’d ring the bell to call a town meeting—that everyone would be in hysterics about the marks on the doors.

“I told you, Mini,” he said. “I told you they’d ring the bell.”

Mini hated looking at the face, the dark sockets with Willy’s eyes hidden back behind them. And she hated that he was down there digging up that grave. Not that he would find anything down there.

Mini knew it was empty because they’d dug the knackerman up years ago, before she was born, built the shrine, and put all the relics from his grave into it. Mini’s Grandfather Fitzpatrick was a master woodworker and had built the case that held his remains. It was a great honor, that was what her papa always said.

Mini hated when she was made to go pay her respects to the old bones in church. She hated looking down into that glass-topped case her grandpa had made. She would do her best to keep her eyes off the skull, fixing them on his chest instead, counting ribs: twelve pairs. The knackerman was not laid out flat on his back in there, but curled up like he was sleeping.

“It’s almost time,” said Willy through the mask when the bell stopped ringing.

Almost time for him to wake up, Mini thought.

She blinked down at the knackerman.

No, Willy. Just Willy. Just Willy. Just Willy.

“Time for what, exactly?”

“Once they’re all there, gathered, I’ll go to the church. I’ll have the costume on. The mask. They’ll think I’m him.” Willy swayed a little there at the bottom of the hole, leaned on the shovel for balance. He’d had so much bourbon it was a wonder he was still awake, still moving.

Mini frowned at him. “I don’t know if it’ll work. If they’ll believe.”

“Belief is a funny thing,” he told her, his voice muffled, different.

And she thought maybe he was right about this one thing. About how the whole town believed in the knackerman—left gifts, followed the rules without question. How outsiders weren’t really welcome. And Josephine Banks and Reverend Quinn and Pops and all the other town elders insisted that it was better that way. That the world beyond their valley was a dangerous place full of corruption, sickness, sin, all forms of evil. But the people of Boone’s Ferry would remain safe and strong as long as they lived simply, relied on the old ways, and followed the rules.

Mini gazed down at Willy. “But what if they don’t think you’re him?”

Sad Willy lifted up the bottom of the mask and took another sip from his bottle.

“They will.”

“How do you know?”

He sighed. “Because they have before.”

She stood staring down at him, trying to make sense of what he’d just said.

“Mr. Willy, sir. Is that how you knew about the root cellar?”

“Not much Sad Willy doesn’t know about,” he mumbled as he went back to digging.

She tried to swallow down the lump she felt building in her throat.

“The thing you need to understand, Mini, is that it’s not their fault. The things people do when they put on that mask. And they don’t have a choice. If you’re chosen, you can’t say no. And then once you put the costume on, it’s like you’re not even you anymore. You become someone else. Something else.”

Mini licked her lips, tasting the graveyard dust. “Mr. Willy, have you—”

“We have to bury him,” Willy said, not looking up from his labors. “It’s the only way. Bury him once and for all. People will understand. They’ll be scared because they’ve all gotten the mark. Then I’ll come out and they’ll be even more scared. Until I take off the mask.” He was talking fast, his words slurred. “Tell them it’s over. It’s all just pretend—there is no true knackerman. That we need to lay the stories to rest along with his bones—take them out of that ridiculous altar and bury them.” He dug faster, mumbling to himself.

Mini felt scared deep down. Willy’s plan wasn’t really a plan at all.

And what scared her most was the idea that there were others. Others who’d played the knackerman. Others who knew. People she’d sat next to in church maybe. People who’d taught her in school, given her lollipops at the store and bank, smiled and told her she was just as pretty as her mama.

It was almost worse than there being an actual knackerman: this idea that the knackerman was a group of people, the whole town really, because there were the people who played him and those who helped them, then there was the rest of the town, who went along with it, kept the stories alive.

“We’re all the knackerman,” Mini said, things clicking into place. Usually, when Mini understood something, really and truly got it, she felt elated, satisfied. But not now. Now she felt sparks of dread kindled deep inside her, a small and dangerous fire that would continue to grow.

“I’m sorry,” Willy said, still digging. “So, so sorry. Please, Anna, forgive me.”

“Mr. Willy?”

He looked up at her, his eyes two dark sockets that seemed to go on forever. “I didn’t know. I didn’t know she was in the building. They told me to light the fire. To put on the costume and burn the town hall. Had to get rid of the records, the old archives, before any more outsiders came and saw them.”

Mini reeled, feeling dizzy, nearly falling into the hole as the realization hit her.

It couldn’t be true. It was awful, too awful to think of.

Willy turned away from her. “She was supposed to be at home. She told me she’d stay home.”

Mini’s legs felt like spaghetti. She dropped to her knees beside the open grave.

“I tried to save her. But I was wearing the costume, and she ran from me. I called to her, but she ran right into the fire.”

Mini made a little gasping sound as all the air left her. She felt lightheaded, empty, like a deflated balloon.

“I’m sorry,” Willy whimpered, shoulders shaking, crying now.

Then he let out an angry, knackerman roar, drove the shovel down hard again, and stopped, looking down.

He’d hit something.

He scraped away dirt with the shovel, then bent over, brushing at it with his gloved hands. There was nothing down there, Mini knew. The knackerman’s remains were in the church.

So what had Willy found?

Willy jumped back, scrabbled and pulled himself out of the grave.

Mini aimed the beam of her flashlight down into the hole and saw what Willy had uncovered.

She let out a high-pitched, frantic scream, dropping the flashlight.

“Shh, Mini,” he said, wrapping his arms in the heavy leather coat around her, rocking her. “Close your eyes,” he told her. “Don’t look.”
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Pops had his rifle pointing at Malcolm, who held his hands up, blood from the gash on his hand trickling down his arm. Josephine came up to the shrine, and made a disgusted sound when she saw the damage. “And to think, I had such high hopes for you, Malcolm. You could have fulfilled your destiny. Just look at what you’ve done. This holy place defiled!” She shot angry glares at Pops and Jack too. Ash thought they looked sheepish, and wondered at the power Josephine wielded.

“Destiny?” Malcolm said.

“You felt it, didn’t you? When you first came? Knew you were tied to this place. That you had a special role here. The visions you had of your ancestral home, the ones you told me about, they led you here for a reason. You could have had everything.”

People were filtering into the church now, gathering around, taking seats in pews, answering the call of the bell. Some came in talking loudly with their neighbors about how he’d marked every house. Some came in with heads bowed low, whispering, frightened of what might happen next.

“But now look,” Josephine said to Malcolm, shaking her head in disgust. “How dare you? Destroying these sacred relics! And with his blood in your veins!” She gestured to the painting of the knackerman. Malcolm and Ashley turned to look at it. They locked eyes as the realization hit them both.

“It makes sense,” Ash said to him. “Right before Mom came here, she did a DNA test that showed Thomas Endicott wasn’t Gram’s father.”

“Your grandmother wanted no part of it,” Josephine said bitterly. “She found out her true heritage and ran away like a coward, cut off all her ties to Boone’s Ferry. Refused to take her rightful place as a leader here in town. Shameful.”

More people were trickling in, including a lanky man in a blaze-orange knit cap who rushed toward Josephine, shouting, “Miss Banks! You’ve gotta help us! What are we going to do? Half the town’s been marked!”

Pops lowered his gun, put a hand on the man’s back, and said, “Come on, Neil, let’s go sit down. We’ll get it sorted.”

“Why are the strangers here?” demanded a man from the front pew.

Josephine’s eyes darted from Ashley and Malcolm to the growing crowd of townspeople.

“These two belong to him!” she cried out. “They’ve been marked. We’ll give them to him.”

“Dozens have been marked,” called a woman from the middle of the church. “Why? What does it mean?”

“Is he coming for us? Is he here?” said someone else.

“Enough!” yelled Josephine. “Everyone needs to calm down!” But she sounded anything but calm.

Ashley twisted the cameo ring on her finger.

Josephine spun her head around, noticed the ring, and narrowed her eyes. “You ungrateful bitch! You’ve stolen an offering! I demand that you put it back. It belongs to him!”

“Like hell.” Ashley stepped toward Josephine, who fell back a bit. “It belonged to my mother and now it belongs to me.”

Ashley felt her then: her mother. Only she wasn’t a ghostly form at the edge of Ash’s vision. They were all there with her: Mom and Gram, even Gram’s mother, Margaret, and the nameless woman who was Margaret’s mother.

It was just like her mother had said: the past and the present are connected inside us all; we carry more than stories, we carry family traits, DNA, sometimes even secrets, deep in our cells. She touched the ring again, and it gave her strength.

A woman came tearing in the front doors of the church.

“He’s in the cemetery!” She was panting, out of breath. “He’s got Mini Fitzpatrick!”

There was a high-pitched scream from the graveyard.
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March 18, 1919

It was well before dawn when I crept out of bed, laced up my uncle’s sturdiest leather boots, and pulled on my wool coat and hat.

I knew I should wake Pearl to say good-bye, that she would be furious that I had sneaked off like this, but I couldn’t bear the thought of it. I didn’t trust myself to still leave if Pearl clung to me, cried, begged me not to go.

I knew it was a weak and cowardly thing, to skulk off like this.

The truth was, I didn’t want to leave at all. It felt all wrong.

But leaving was the only way to get help.

And I was the only one to do it.

I wrote a quick note and left it on the kitchen table:


I will be back in less than a week.

Stay inside.

Open the door for no one.

I love you.

Now and always.

F



I gave Aife a pat on the head. “Take care of her, girl,” I said, then shouldered the knapsack, slipped out the front door, locking it behind me, and set out on foot, making my way by moonlight. It had snowed again in the night: four fluffy inches of fresh powder sparkled on the ground.

I walked down Main Street, past Pearl’s house, past the St. James farm. I could make out the remains of the ruined barn, smell the charred timbers. I found the path into the woods, the shortcut over the pass that would lead me to Amsterdale.

I followed the same path my aunt and Pearl had taken when they’d escaped. But Pearl had come back. And I had shot her. Over and over, I played the scene in my head: felt the gun going off, saw Pearl lying there, bleeding.

What if she had died?

What if I had killed her?

I heard Pearl’s voice talking back to me: But you didn’t. And personally, I think I’m going to have a rather fetching scar.

The moon was still nearly full as I walked, thinking, remembering.

The sun was as yet just a dull glow behind the mountains in the east. The moon hung low in the sky, bright enough to see by as I picked my way through the trees on the path, moving uphill.

The snow was soft, feathery, making my footsteps soundless.

And that was why I didn’t hear the footsteps behind me.

I was struck from behind, hard in the back, right between my shoulder blades.

Wing bones, Pearl had called them when she ran her fingers down my naked back.

Scapulae, I’d insisted, during those afternoons, those long beautiful afternoons when we’d lie together in the old Ayers place, our secret house. And then it was my turn to run my fingertips over Pearl’s body, naming all its parts.

The pain was fierce, like a fire through my chest. I looked down, saw the tip of a blade protruding from the front of my chest, just to the left of my sternum, poking out of my wool coat.

I reached for it, cutting the palm of my right hand. I fell to my knees, the fresh snow soft as down.

I lay back, my eyes closed, and remembered falling on the couch at the Ayers house with Pearl, pulling her down on top of me.

“Did you know the human hand has twenty-seven bones?” I’d asked Pearl, and she had only laughed, kissed me.

I opened my eyes as I lay there in the snow, not on the couch. I blinked up at an impossible sight:

A man in a long patchwork coat, a horse skull where his face should be.

“No,” I said, the last word I would ever utter, which struck me as a terrible final word.

The beast shook its head, so that the skull mask shifted, slipped down a little.

The moon was bright, so bright that I could see the neat raised white scar on his forehead, a scar from seventeen carefully done sutures.
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The scream went on and on, high-pitched, frantic.

“Mini!” Ash said, as she took off running down the middle of the pews and out the door, pushing past the woman standing there.

No one stopped her. No one shot her in her tracks.

Ashley bolted across the parking lot to the entrance to the cemetery, through the open wrought-iron gate. Malcolm was behind her, as was a crowd—seemingly everyone who’d been gathered in the church had followed. She could hear their voices:

What’s happening?

Will he kill her?

He’s come for all of us.

Heart pounding, Ashley sprinted past the dried-up fountain with the damaged angel, and at last saw Mini. The little girl was kneeling next to the unmarked grave. There were mounds of dirt around her—the grave had been dug up.

The knackerman was on his knees behind Mini, his great arms wrapped around her, holding her tight. She was crying.

There was a soft glow coming from the open grave, as if a door had been opened and was letting light through.

Ash had the absurd thought then that a door had truly opened, and he’d come through, his spirit called forth by the entire town, by their fear, their longing.

She was almost to them when she heard a voice behind her shout, “Let her go, you son of a bitch!” The knackerman released Mini and she spilled forward, collapsing face-first on the ground. He rose up, his great leather patchwork coat around him like furled wings. He put a hand on his white bone face.

A gunshot exploded, impossibly loud, making Ashley’s ears ring.

The knackerman went down with a groan and a thud.

Ashley turned to see Cheryl behind her in her barn coat, holding a shotgun, swaying slightly. “We are fucking done… with all of this,” she said, slurring her words a little. “With him running our lives, making us live in fear. It’s over.”

Mini’s sobs turned into a howl and she was trying to form words. “No, no, no, no!” she wailed, crawling over to him. “It’s not him! It’s Willy! It’s only Willy!”

Ash ran to where the knackerman lay on the ground—not a spirit or demon at all, but an actual flesh-and-blood man. She felt for a pulse and there was none. She yanked open the coat and blood-soaked shirt. There was a huge hole in his chest, his heart obliterated. There was nothing she could do.

Mini was pulling the skull mask off, sobbing. She stroked Willy’s grizzled cheek, hanging slack. Ashley gathered Mini in her arms, rocked her, crying herself. Many in the crowd were weeping.

Malcolm had moved closer and was staring down into the eerily glowing empty grave.

“Ash,” he said, voice trembling as he pointed into it.

She looked and saw the grave was not empty.

There was a flashlight down there, turned on, illuminating the remains of a woman with dark curly hair, part of her skull caved in. She was wearing a tattered camel-hair coat.
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May 17, 1956

I never married. I suppose I am what they call a spinster: a once bright flower now withering on the vine.

Poor Chauncey tried. He asked for my hand many times, came courting with flowers and simple but thoughtful gifts, which I courteously but consistently refused. Eventually he realized that no meant no and that no meant never, and he married Becky Miller, who has given him five children. The youngest child, a boy named Walter, is the same age Chauncey and I were when he first confessed his love to me.

Time is a funny thing. The way it passes, then seems to circle back. How in my mind, part of me will always be nineteen, sneaking out to see you, aching to steal kisses, to whisper secret things.

Some things in town have changed, but much of it stays the same.

People still leave offerings for the knackerman on full moons. It is said he’s always watching, a vengeful spirit with the power to destroy every living soul.

Sometimes I think of the generations to come, how they will only know the stories, have no recollection of the actual flesh-and-blood man, the truth of what happened to him.

Stories can be twisted, embellished. Chauncey’s sister, Josephine, has a gift for telling the darkest of the knackerman stories. She claims she can hear him sometimes, telling her that the town is cursed, that we all must continue to pay for what was done to him.

Perhaps Boone’s Ferry is cursed. Sometimes I think that would explain a great deal.

I have lived alone in this house, my father’s house, for thirty-seven years now. Both my parents lost to the sickness, the madness that took so many that spring. I rattle around like a ghost, moving from room to room, going up and down the stairs, feeling like I’m looking for something, but never sure of what it is.

In the beginning, I had Aife. The lovely black creature you left me with. She was my one true companion for years. Together, we waited for you to come home.

Each night, even now, all these years later, I leave one light on, just in case, though it seems impossible now, but what do I have to live for if not hope? I leave the light burning so you can find your way back to me, so you’ll know I’m waiting. For all these years I have been waiting; waiting for you, my one true love, to return from wherever you went.

My heart, of course, knows that if you could have returned, you would have long ago. But still I cling to hope, and as Emily Dickinson says, hope is the thing with feathers. Each night, as I turn on that one light by the window, I feel it fluttering there in my chest.

I don’t believe you ever made it to Boston. No doctors ever came. No outsiders asking about the illness or your and Dr. Endicott’s notes and records. The records you so carefully hid and never told me where. You never made it to reunite with your aunt either. When she and her baby girl, little Charlotte, returned to town six months later that fall, Margaret told me she hadn’t seen or heard from you.

Where did you go, Frankie?

There are questions we are never meant to know the answers to, I suppose. Questions that keep us up at night. Torment us, wrap us up in great dark coils, keep us from sleep, and when we do sleep, fill our heads with nightmares.

But sometimes, sometimes the dreams are good (which is almost worse, I must confess). Sometimes I dream that there’s a noise downstairs. I go down to see and there you are! You’ve just come in the door. You saw the light in my window, and you’ve come home at last. You take me in your arms and kiss me and time melts away and we’re just girls again and we have our whole lives ahead of us, our whole lives together.

They hollow my heart out, these dreams.

Sometimes I go to our other house, our true house, the old Ayers place. The roof fell in long ago. It’s little more than a pile of rubble now—the chimney at the center is the only thing still standing. I go, and I leave flowers. I leave little gifts. I stand in the moonlight and I talk to you. I ask if you remember. Do you remember when we were young and so in love? Do you remember the way my lips tasted against yours? Do you remember how upset I used to get when you were late? How I would hide in the shadows, pretend I wasn’t there, and come pouncing at you like some sinister thing, a phantom, a vengeful spirit, and we would roll together, laugh, and I would chide you for never being on time, for putting your work before me? How we would imagine an alternate life, a make-believe life where we were married, and you would come home to me each night and I would have a pipe waiting for you, a nice glass of brandy, and I would ask you something simple, something mundane, like, “How was your day, my love?” and you would tell me about the patients you’d treated. I would cook you sumptuous things and we would eat in bed, licking stew off one another’s fingers. We would be happy.

Sometimes, I’ll admit it, I catch myself playing the game alone at home. I walk into the kitchen, start making supper, and I let myself imagine you’ll be coming through the front door at any moment.

I pour you a glass of brandy.

I set a place for you at the table.

I sit on the other side of the table and I close my eyes, and say your name.

And I wait.

And I wait.
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October 23, 2016

You look like shit,” Ashley told her brother when he stumbled downstairs and made his way into the kitchen. He’d been staying at Gram’s house—she couldn’t stop thinking of it as Gram’s house even now that it was theirs—since they got back from Boone’s Ferry.

Ash was sitting at the kitchen table with her laptop in front of her with several open tabs. She’d been following all the latest news updates from Boone’s Ferry. The town had been overrun with the state police and FBI.

It had made the national news: every outlet was running stories on it.

All the unsolved-mystery forums her mom used to love were blowing up with posts about Boone’s Ferry: the little town time forgot, where they worshipped and did sacrifices for a strange deity who was, in some ways, the guilty conscience of the town—their fears personified.

The other tab she had open was a spreadsheet she’d started, listing everything she had to tackle in order to try to get back into med school for the spring semester. She’d reached out to the director of the program a couple of days after they got back from Boone’s Ferry, and she had been very encouraging.

“Thanks for the kind words, Ash.” Mal scowled at her, rubbing the sleep from his eyes. “Is there coffee?”

“There was this morning.”

He blinked at her. “What time is it?”

“Nearly two,” Ash said.

Mal looked around the kitchen, ran his bandaged hand over the stubble on his face. He’d shaved his beard off right after they’d returned from Boone’s Ferry, and Ash was still getting used to the new clean-cut Mal. “I’ve gotta hit the road. Check-in for the seminar starts at four and the opening remarks are at five.”

He’d been talking about it for days, how the author of The Reason You Haven’t Succeeded was doing a seminar in Boston. Mal had gotten one of the last tickets for the low, low price of $3,500. It was his money, thanks to the inheritance from Gram, so Ashley didn’t say a word.

“It’s gonna be life-changing,” he said. “Thousands of people from all over the world have signed up. I’ve seen videos and reviews and blog posts about the other seminars he’s done in LA and Chicago. People are leaving with businesses mapped out, five-year plans, action steps. People leave this thing totally on fire.”

“If it’s going to be so life-changing, shouldn’t you have set an alarm to get yourself there on time?” she teased.

“I did set an alarm,” he admitted. “But it seems my piece-of-shit phone finally bit the dust. It’s not turning on at all, no matter what I do. I had it charging all night. I’ll pick up a new one when I’m back from Boston. Or maybe I’ll try to grab one there—but I don’t want to miss any of the conference.”

He coughed.

“You didn’t do a wake-and-bake thing again, did you?”

“Nah,” he said, shaking his head. “Just allergies.”

He’d been smoking a lot of weed since they’d returned from Boone’s Ferry. Ashley had been on his case about it a little—he said it was helping him process everything that had happened. She thought it was more likely that he was using it to try to erase it all, to make it feel far away, not quite real.

Erasing what they’d seen and learned would be impossible, though, especially with the seemingly endless interviews with the state police and the FBI. Just when they thought they were through, they needed to give another statement or clarify some detail.

The press continued to call and knock on their door. They’d been approached by a woman who wanted to buy the rights to their story; she said she was writing a book about the “Boone’s Ferry Cult” and was sure there’d be interest from Netflix. Mal had slammed the door in her face.

Ashley had talked to Mini on the phone a few times. She and her family were with relatives down in Maryland. She was doing as well as could be expected.

The authorities assured Ash and Mal that their mother’s remains could be moved to their family plot when they were through processing them—she’d be laid to rest beside Gram. Ash and Mal could properly grieve their mother, say their good-byes, and maybe have some small sense of closure.

Mal stared at the coffeepot like its emptiness perplexed him.

“I’ll put on a pot of coffee. Fill the thermos for you. You go get ready.”

“Thanks, Ash, you’re the best.”

He headed back upstairs. She heard the water running, the sounds of Malcolm taking one of his two-minute showers, while she got a pot of coffee going.

When he came downstairs fifteen minutes later, he was showered, shaved, and in clean jeans and a white button-down with a duffel bag slung over his shoulder. She noticed with approval that he’d put a new, dry dressing on his hand.

She passed him the thermos of coffee.

“Thanks, Ash. I owe you. Maple bacon sticky buns and lattes on me when I get back, okay?”

“Deal,” she said.

He looked a little pale and sickly in the flickering fluorescent lights of the kitchen.

“You sure you’re feeling up to going?”

“Yes, Dr. Flanders,” he said with a grin.

“Call me when you get there, from the hotel room? I don’t like you not having your phone.”

He laughed. “Don’t worry so much. I’m going to civilization.”

Then he leaned in and kissed her cheek, just the way he used to kiss Gram. “I’ll see you in a couple of days.” Then he was heading out the front door, truck keys in hand.

Ruined fruit, Ashley thought.

It was weird.

Her brother had a strange smell—something overly sweet and rotten—that reminded her of apples left to rot.

No, she told herself as her heart began to hammer. It wasn’t possible.

It couldn’t be.

“Mal?” she called after him, hurrying to the door.

But he was already gone.
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