
        
            
                
            
        

    


Praise for Don’t You Dare


“Gripping, racy, and bone chilling, Don’t You Dare is a beautifully written domestic suspense with a brilliant balance of emotion and fear. Jessica Hamilton has created a raw, heart-shattering, tense story of lust and revenge in a game that spins out of control. The buildup kept me on tenterhooks and the climax left me reeling. This is a stupendous, sinister book you won’t want to miss!”

Samantha M. Bailey, USA Today and #1 national bestselling author of Woman on the Edge and Watch Out for Her

“Don’t You Dare is a sexy, twisted tale of friendship, obsession, and the kind of secrets that won’t stay buried. With a complex but relatable protagonist, an intriguing dual storyline, and sharp insights on marriage, motherhood, and community, Jessica Hamilton’s latest is a spicy page-turner!”

Robyn Harding, bestselling author of The Drowning Woman

“Steamy and devious, Don’t You Dare is a compelling story of college friendships, secrets, and risks that circle back ever more dangerously. There’s no escape when the game goes too far…”

Roz Nay, national bestselling author of The Hunted

“A sexy, thrilling, addictive story that will have readers frantically turning pages, desperate to find out what’s going on. Darkly romantic, with a twisty mystery—and a dangerous game—at its core, Don’t You Dare is the kind of juicy, seductive read that needs to be in everyone’s beach bag this summer. I dare you to put this book down—I couldn’t!”

Laurie Elizabeth Flynn, bestselling author of The Girls Are All So Nice Here

“Don’t You Dare is a captivating, propulsive thriller that I literally couldn’t put down. Don’t try to guess what will happen in this taut and poignant novel.”

R. J. Jacobs, author of Always the First to Die

“I gobbled this novel up in one sitting and loved every minute of it. It’s sexy, surprising, and full of suspense. The characters are vivid and compelling; the tension ratchets up a little more with each page. Hamilton’s masterful storytelling will no doubt hold you hostage.”

Jody Gehrman, author of The Girls Weekend and The Summer We Buried




Praise for What You Never Knew


“Light and easy writing brightens the characters’ traumas in this debut novel.”

Kirkus Reviews

“With an emphasis on place and characters, the debut is a[n]… atmospheric novel.”

Library Journal

“Showcases[s] how far we’ll go for the ones we love.”

Portland Book Review, 5-star review

“One of those rare finds that keeps you up for days… You won’t put it down.”

New York Journal of Books

“A solid thriller with twists and turns you don’t see coming… You won’t want to put the book down.”

Red Carpet Crash

“An emotional, atmospheric, cleverly plotted mystery about loss, grief, and the secrets families bury. Jessica Hamilton has created two intriguing characters: one dead; one alive, and nails both unique voices as they take a spellbinding journey toward the truth. Creepy and vivid, with slow-burn reveals that keep the reader glued to the pages, this debut grabs hold on page one and doesn’t let go until the last beautiful line.”

Samantha M. Bailey, USA Today bestselling author of Woman on the Edge

“To what lengths would you go to protect your family, and what can you do if you’re no longer around? Jessica Hamilton’s eerie and compulsive What You Never Knew explores sisterhood, love, loss, deep dark secrets, and whether it’s possible to ever truly escape your past—or who you are. Atmospheric, intriguing, and downright creepy at times, this debut had me riveted right from the start. Well plotted and with beautifully drawn characters, this is an excellent read!”

Hannah Mary McKinnon, bestselling author of Sister Dear

“Pack Jessica Hamilton’s new novel with you on a trip to the cottage! A delicious summer read, the book is a visually provocative, intimately drawn page-turner that offers intertwined family relationships that continue even after death. Be prepared to second-guess every wind-blown door slam after this terrific debut!”

Laurie Petrou, award-winning author of Sister of Mine

“Jessica Hamilton brings the spooky thrills in her debut, an involving spin on the gothic cabin-in-the-woods mystery. What You Never Knew definitely puts good use to its inventive—and chilling—point of view: a story told partly by the living, partly by the dead.”

Andrew Pyper, author of The Residence and The Demonologist
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To Luke and Ruby, my most beloved creations.

Please never go into the woods, you are perfect exactly as you are.





KILLING THEIR OWN EPISODE 23 03/15/2022


Cleo: Hey, true-crime fans, it’s Cleo Watson here, your host of Killing Their Own. A podcast where we dive deep into the unspeakable—the most horrific crime of all—when family kills family. What drives a husband to kill his pregnant wife, a mother to kill her children, or a son or daughter to kill their parents? How does that familial bond break down, and how does a person betray the safe haven of home? Those are the questions that drive this podcast. When blood RUNS thicker than water, we’re here to figure out why.

[intro music for 15 seconds]

Cleo: This week on Killing Their Own, and for the next five weeks to come, we will be covering the Justine Gordon case. It’s a big one, folks! It’s neither for the faint of heart nor the squeamish, and it will surely keep you up at night. In May 2019, Justine Gordon killed her entire family—her husband and her two teenage sons—over the course of three days. You’re probably asking: Why did she do it? How did she do it? Was it revenge against her husband, who’d recently had an affair? But then why kill her boys? Was it menopausal rage and undiagnosed mental illness, as the media implied? According to Justine Gordon, it was neither. When asked what caused her to kill her entire family, she said, over and over again: “The woods made me do it.”

[sponsor break]
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THURSDAY, MAY 18, 2023


Alice

Alice hadn’t been looking for a new house, hadn’t even discussed the possibility of moving with her husband, Geoff, but something about the driveway winding through the woods and the green-golden light slanting through the trees had called to her. It was a complete coincidence that she’d even ended up there, having gotten lost on her way to an appointment. She found herself on a cul-de-sac with a handful of properties, all on large lots, not quite mansions but not far off either—aspiring mansions, she’d thought. The only house that wasn’t in plain sight, it was separated from its neighbors by trees on both sides, like some secret hideaway at the end of the street.

It was the only one with a For Sale sign.

She pulled into the entrance to the driveway and tried to get a glimpse of the house through the brush, but it was so tucked away, so perfectly secluded, that she couldn’t see anything but the trees. Probably a fortune in this neighborhood, and totally out of their budget. Still, just for fun, she’d put the car in park, pulled up the realtor’s website on her phone, and typed in the listing number.

The photos weren’t loading, so the price jumped out at her first. She couldn’t believe how reasonable it was. She moved to the description of the place, imagining some run-down one-bedroom cabin for that amount. The last house on the street that hadn’t been bought by developers.

Three-bedroom Craftsman-style bungalow with fully renovated kitchen and primary suite, located on fifty acres of wooded property. Beautiful inground pool just steps from an expansive back deck, with two additional outbuildings perfect for guests, one fully self-contained with kitchenette and bathroom. Located in a quiet and safe neighborhood. The ideal refuge for you and your family! Contact me today for a viewing.

Alice scrolled through the photos, but only a few interiors loaded so she couldn’t really get a sense of the character or size of the place. She noted a fieldstone fireplace in the den and her heart started to pound. She told herself she was being silly, that they weren’t even in the market for a new house and that she was late for her appointment, but those words echoed through her head—the ideal refuge for you and your family. They held her there, made her dial the number beside the photo of the realtor. A bleach-blond woman in a cream blazer with a wide smile and teeth so white they made Alice run a tongue over her own. She made an appointment to see the place the next day.

It wasn’t until she got home from her meeting pitching pharmaceuticals to the medical staff at the rural clinic that she even looked into the area where the house was located. A little village called Merrymont, with a population of 2,200. An hour and forty-five minutes from where they lived in the city, in a tall, cramped, four-bedroom semi-attached with a backyard containing a couple of trees that would only ever grow so high and a fence that was shared with neighbors. Where they’d lived for the past eighteen years, since just after the twins, Polly and Lucy, were born. The only house her son, Quinn, had ever known. The house where they’d spent the last year grieving.

At one time it had been her family’s refuge, but not anymore.

Not after the death of Lucy.

Their home had become a daily reminder of the daughter she’d lost. Lucy had died suddenly, in 2022. After the initial shock wore off, they drifted through familiar rooms, recoiling from all the reminders of what they’d lost. The doorframe growth chart in the kitchen—Lucy’s line always half an inch higher than her identical twin sister Polly’s, and several centimeters above her brother Quinn’s, who was fourteen the last time they measured. The unoccupied bedroom, untouched since her death, the door shut tight against its contents—posters on the wall of her favorite bands, shelves lined with her favorite books, a pile of college folders containing applications and the promise of a basketball scholarship, a closet full of clothes accumulated with Christmas and birthday money and minimum-wage paychecks. The slightly sunken corner spot on the sectional in the TV room.

None of them could bring themselves to suggest cleaning out her bedroom, moving her chair from the kitchen table, or sitting in that corner spot to watch TV. They just faced it every day. Until all those reminders began to feel like nicking a fresh scab. How could they heal if they couldn’t leave the wound alone? They had all gone to therapy—group and individual—and it had helped. They wouldn’t have gotten through without it. But maybe now they’d reached the final step: leaving behind the house that had Lucy all over it and moving into one that didn’t. Moving out of the city to what seemed like a whole new land. A fresh start.

These were the thoughts running through Alice’s mind as she scrolled through photos of the village of Merrymont. The main street had quaint-looking boutiques with names like The Apothecary, Gone to Seed, and The Empire Cheese Factory, and restaurants with locally-sourced menus and coffee shops that hosted jazz nights and poetry open mics; even the pizza place claimed to be organic. There was a pristine-looking high school, an old clock tower, and a three-story Carnegie library.

When she was finally able to load photos of the house, they only confirmed her sense that getting lost that day was the hand of fate. Set in a clearing of the forest, it looked like a fairy-tale cottage. The original part of the house was a single-room log cabin with a wide, deep front porch and a fieldstone fireplace; it had been added onto over the years to create one long, sprawling bungalow in the Craftsman style. The result was the perfect mix of rustic and modern. Both sides of the home were lined with large picture windows framing the beautiful, wooded landscape that surrounded it. As far as Alice could tell from the photos, it did indeed look like the perfect refuge for her family, secluded and surrounded by nature, a place where they could heal and begin again—although none of them knew it yet. And she’d keep it a secret until she’d seen the place and knew for sure. No point broaching it for nothing.

That’s why she arrived solo for the showing and is now running her hand across the smooth stone of the eight-foot kitchen island, looking out the back window at the inground pool, which the previous owners had somehow managed to make look like a natural part of the landscape. She’s just spent time in the heart of the house, the living room, constructed of ancient logs and centered around the tall stone fireplace. The primary suite off the living room was renovated at the same time as the kitchen, with natural-fiber carpet, vaulted ceilings and white walls, a good-sized en suite with soaker tub and separate shower. The kitchen, big and bright, has skylights, hardwood floors, dark-gray cabinets, and gold fixtures. Two more bedrooms are located on the other side of the house and are a little outdated but an easy fix.

A screened-in porch at the back of the house runs just over half the entire length of the long, one-story building, the size of two rooms, all with a view of the woods. It’s the woods that have captured Alice’s heart. Fifty acres of them, running alongside the large expanse of lawn and going deep at the back of the property. Tall, ancient white pines stand alongside thick-trunked oak and maple trees with the odd cedar growing in their shadow. It is a true forest.

“I just don’t understand why this place is so cheap,” Alice says to the realtor, Sabrina. “Or why it’s been on the market for so long.” Alice fans herself with the listing pages, but it’s no use. The heat has started moving up her arms and across her chest. The flames will soon lick up her neck, over her scalp, and then engulf her face, until she feels like she’s being burned alive—like a witch on a stake. She can already feel the drip of sweat down her back and the sheen of it across her cheeks.

“Are you okay, dear?” Sabrina asks Alice. “You’re looking very flushed.” The realtor taps her own cheeks, which are so smooth and pale, they look like they’ve been iced in place.

Alice laughs self-consciously. “Oh, I’m fine. Just a hot flash. You know.”

Sabrina shakes her head. “I’ve never had one. I’m only forty-nine.”

Alice turned fifty months ago, and this is her third hot flash to date; she hasn’t had a period in three months. She wants to tell the realtor that it’s only a matter of time, to enjoy her regulated body temperature and cycle while she can, but instead she asks if they might step outside, where it’s cooler.

Sabrina, whose teeth are even whiter in person, smiles and leads the way. Alice finds women like her fascinating. The ones still wearing high heels despite the pain. The “pick me” women with perfect hair and makeup and no hot flashes. Alice feels like they’re a part of some club she’s aged out of, though she’d never gained access in the first place. A club with all the makeup tips better than those on social media that, no matter how hard she tries, Alice cannot seem to master.

For the most part, Alice always looks presentable, hot flashes aside. She’s naturally slim and knows how to choose clothes that accentuate her best features while concealing the parts of her body that age has not been kind to. Her brown hair, worn in a shoulder-length bob, is highlighted just enough to cover the occasional grays that pop up. She wears light makeup to even out her splotchy skin, but not so much that she needs any real talent to apply it. And on those days when she looks especially tired, she has a pair of thick tortoiseshell glasses she throws on that work like a trusty piece of armor. Anything to hide the delicate skin around her eyes. For a fifty-year-old woman she thinks she’s doing okay, she’s just not as shiny or lacquered as the one in front of her.

The realtor leads Alice out the back door to the deck that looks across the yard and into the woods. The air is cool and helps to dry the sweat on her brow and make the moment slightly more bearable. A gentle wind passes over her like a soft caress, but it does nothing to lower Alice’s body temperature, and she resists the urge to cry.

“Anyway,” she says, with forced gusto, working to pull herself together in front of Ms. Perfect, “tell me why it hasn’t sold yet at this price.”

Sabrina nods, pressing her lips in a long line. “Are you a superstitious person?”

Alice knows her sun sign. Does that count? She shakes her head. “No. Not really.”

“Well, that’s good,” the realtor says, but still purses her glossed lips as though she’s about to say something she doesn’t want to. “The house has a history,” she continues. “Have you ever heard of the Justine Gordon case?”

The name sounds slightly familiar, but Alice isn’t sure why, so she shakes her head again.

The realtor reaches into her pocket, takes out her business card, and passes it to Alice. “Google it. If you still want to make an offer on the house, call me. I’ll be honest, most people lose my number after they find out what happened here.”

Alice straightens up, pushes her shoulders back. “Well, I don’t think I’m most people.”

Sabrina clears her throat. “A woman killed her family here. Husband and two sons. Four years ago.”

Alice is floored. “I thought only men did that.” She’d read an article online about family annihilators, as they were called. She remembered that most killed themselves after. “Murder-suicide?”

“No. Justine Gordon is alive and well. She’s locked up.”

Alice looks away from the realtor and out at the woods. “Jesus. How did I all miss that?”

Sabrina sighs. “So are you still interested in the house?”

The tops of the enormous white pines sway in the breeze and Alice watches them intently until she’s surprised to hear her own voice: “I’ll be honest, my family needs this. Our current house has a history too. It’s full of sad reminders and we need a refuge, like the ad said. Besides, who could walk away from a deal this good?” Alice is talking herself into this house; she wants it beyond reason and knows another family’s misfortune isn’t going to change her mind. She gestures at the trees. “I mean, look at those woods.”

Alice notices Sabrina’s eyes appraising her, feels like she’s working to convince this woman to sell them the house and not the other way around.

A crow lands on a high bough and caws. The sound echoes around the clearing at the exact moment that a shiver runs through Alice, cooling her flaming skin, and finally, blessedly, giving her relief.
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FRIDAY, AUGUST 25, 2023


Alice

She had no idea how calming it was to watch trees blowing in the wind. A wall of them, tall ones, with bushy plumes of bright-green leaves, are within view from her chair on the back deck. Even the loop of tinny pop songs playing in her ear while she’s on hold with the phone company isn’t getting to her. She can feel the rev of anxiety lessen as she watches the dance of foliage against the sharp-blue sky.

The internet was supposed to be set up today at nine a.m. Alice had specifically chosen the first available time slot on the morning after moving day, knowing her kids could not go long without it. When nobody had shown up for the installation, the kids had used her as their verbal punching bag.

Teenage tech-withdrawal rage was no joke.

She’s the one who found the house, put in an offer—one even lower than the asking price—and when it was accepted, convinced everyone to move there, sight-unseen. This means she’s going to be blamed for every issue, lack, and mishap that might arise from now until eternity. It doesn’t matter that her husband, Geoff, signed the paperwork too; that he eventually conceded that the family needed a change. Even though all he really seems to care about is the fact that he has his own writing studio now.

He’s out there unpacking as Alice sits on the back deck on hold. At least the view is good. She’s never owned so much property. There’s an acre at least of sprawling lawn with a beautiful, undulating patch of wildflowers and ornamental grasses in the center and thick ground cover surrounding ancient trees that tower over the house. All of it reaching out to a border of deep woods. Over one hundred acres in total, apparently, although only fifty came with the house.

The realtor had explained that the other half belongs to the sister of the original owner. A few generations ago, a local family had owned the entire hundred acres together. Two sisters each inherited half the woods and a couple of cabins that had been built on the property years before. The realtor explained that one sister was still alive and living on the far side of the woods, but the other, the one who’d owned the house that was now Alice’s, had died about seven years back. The Gordon family bought it two years after she died and, before moving in, completely renovated it, erecting the outbuildings and installing the pool.

Alice calculates in her head that the Gordon family lived in their renovated house for only one year before the horrible—

“Yes, hello? How can I help you?”

The voice on the other end of the line startles Alice out of her tree trance and she shifts into business mode, determined to get the Wi-Fi up and running by the end of the day, for fear of her children’s wrath.




Polly

If her mom doesn’t get the Wi-Fi working today, she’s going to lose her fucking mind. Nothing on her phone is loading, probably because there are so many goddamn trees everywhere. She’s been staring at the bare wood walls of her room for hours. Of course she and Quinn got the side of the house that looks like a cottage that hasn’t been renovated since 1982, and her parents have the white walls, carpet, and high ceilings.

All Polly’s unpacked is her toothbrush, deodorant, and some makeup. She’s not sure she can bring herself to put things on the walls, or clothes in the closet, or string up her LED lights, or find a proper hiding place for her weed. Doing those things would mean settling in, and she can’t seem to do that anymore. Not since her sister died. Her therapist told her she has survivor’s guilt because they were in the car accident together. She hadn’t needed a therapist to tell her that. Her therapist also said that she has PTSD from the accident itself—again, not revelatory information. She still wakes up most nights covered in sweat, her dreams a ramped-up replay of the car accident and her screams at the sight of her dead sister. What her therapist doesn’t know, what nobody knows, is that Polly also shoulders the weight of a secret from the night of that accident, one that she’s sure she’ll buckle under.

There’s a knock at the door, and she rolls away from the wall and sits up on the bed. Her mother comes in and glances around the room, taking in the unpacked boxes and duffel bags still full of clothes. That look on her face is one Polly knows well. She has a weird set to her mouth that makes her look like she’s holding something under her tongue, which she is—her opinion—and she can’t look Polly in the eye.

“They’re sending another technician out for the Wi-Fi in a couple of hours,” her mother says, finally letting her eyes land on Polly.

Polly only nods in response, withholding further interaction until she’s properly connected. She’s sure they would have had Wi-Fi earlier if not for some error her mother had made in the first place.

“Can I help get you started on unpacking?” Her mother’s offer melts her just a little bit. She knows that Polly gets stuck sometimes. She knows about the survivor’s guilt and the PTSD.

“Maybe you could put away my clothes?”

“Happy to.” Her mother unzips the duffel bag at her feet and starts making piles of clothing on the bed. “What do you think of your room?”

“It’s great if you want to feel like you’re at summer camp year-round.” Her response causes her mother to stop unpacking and straighten up to scrutinize the room.

“Okay,” she says, with a sideways nod. “I can see what you mean. How about we paint the walls?” She gestures to the floor. “Rip up that old carpet and see what’s underneath. But I mean, look at the view. Those trees are gorgeous.” Her mother goes back to putting things away in the dresser.

“They’re also straight out of a horror movie,” Polly responds. “Some lunatic could pop out of them at any moment, go all Michael Myers on me. And the hot teenage daughter is always the first to go.”

“Oh, for heaven’s sake, Polly,” she snaps. “Why do you have to be so morbid? That’s a horrible thing to say.” She slams the dresser drawer, and Polly is sure she’s going to storm out. Her mom’s mood swings are off the charts these days.

“Holy shit, Mom. I was joking.” She lies back down on the bed. “It’s a cool house, okay? And you were right. We all needed a change.”

Her mother pauses, her arms full of Polly’s sweatshirts, and widens her eyes. “My God, did you just say I was right? Someone come quick. Polly said her mother was right about something.” Polly chucks a pair of socks at her mother, who dodges it, then scoops it up and launches it right back.

Polly’s glad the fight was averted. She shouldn’t have said that thing about the horror movie. She can tell how much this move means to her mom. She’s been even more wound up than usual. She loves her mom, but she drives her nuts.

Outside her window, her dad passes by with some boxes and nods at them. Polly realizes she’s going to need some curtains ASAP. Without them she’s like a fish in a fishbowl.

“Hold on. I have to talk to your dad.” When her mom drops the sweatshirt she was folding and leaves the room, Polly’s insides instinctively clench. She can tell by her mom’s tone that she’s annoyed at her dad for something. Hopefully the “talk” doesn’t lead to a massive fight. Polly considers pulling out her dab pen, just a quick hit, to make the whole moving ordeal more tolerable. She only started smoking weed after the accident and finally came to understand what all the fuss was about. It’s become a habit, one that she’ll stop as soon as things get better. Is it her fault they never seem to get better?

She hears her sister’s voice in her head: Don’t do it. Mom will be able to tell and then she’ll implode. She hears her sister’s voice in her head all the time. She has no idea if it’s really her dead sister talking to her or if it’s just her own imagination. Either way, it’s weird, which is why she hasn’t told anyone about it. Especially not the therapist.

She wonders what her sister would think of this house, of them moving away from the city. She’d probably hate it. The thought makes her chest hurt, like her rib cage is suddenly too small for her lungs and heart, making it hard to breathe. She reaches under her pillow and takes the pen out and hits it not once but twice. It’s the only way to make the ache go away—and the ache is worse than her mom’s wrath any day. Her fingers instinctively dig into her thick hair to find the long, textured scar that runs along the midline of her skull—another new habit since the accident.

A shadow moving across the window catches her eye. She looks out, expecting to see her mom or dad passing by, but there’s nothing but trees. A shiver tickles up her spine and she can’t shake the feeling that someone was out there. Probably just paranoia from the weed, but she really does need those curtains ASAP.



Alice

“Geoff,” she calls out, running to catch up to him as he crosses the lawn toward the cabin that he has claimed as his own. “Are you busy?”

Geoff holds up the box he’s carrying as though that’s evidence enough. “I’m setting up my writing studio.” His dark, curly hair is pushed back with sweat, the silver streaks in it frizzing around his face, and his salt-and-pepper beard has bits of dust in it. Clearly, he’s been working hard, just not at anything helpful to the rest of the family.

Alice nods. “Okay, but that’s not really crucial, is it?”

“To me it is,” he shoots back, already looking wounded.

Alice holds up a hand to illustrate she didn’t mean anything by it. “Of course. I just meant the kitchen, for example, is a crucial room for the entire family and it needs to be unpacked. I would do it but I’m helping Polly. You know how she gets kind of stuck now, since?”

Geoff turns and looks longingly at the cabin behind him. “Okay,” he says, not even trying to hide the annoyed reluctance in his voice. “I guess I’ll just put this box away and come in.”

Alice puts a hand on his shoulder, tries not to recoil at the sweaty dampness of his Nirvana T-shirt. She’s pretty sure she smells booze on him. “Thank you,” she says, even though now the connotation is that he’s doing her a favor when, really, he should be doing it for the sake of the family. Nobody’s thanked her for getting the Wi-Fi organized or making sure each bathroom has toilet paper and toothpaste.

“I’ll get in there to take over as soon as I can,” she adds, because she just can’t help herself. When he goes to walk away, she asks, “Have you been drinking?” also because she just can’t help herself. He stops and turns back, eyes narrowed. “It’s just that you smell like it,” she says with a shrug, like it’s no big deal, even though it is.

He recovers and tries for nonchalance. “Yeah, I unpacked a bottle of bourbon and had a glass while I was putting shit away.” Now he shrugs. “No big deal.” She nods, and then he turns and walks away.

From behind he could still be the twenty-four-year-old she fell in love with in worn jeans and T-shirt—the gray in his hair not visible, his slim frame unchanged. The view doesn’t bring those feelings back though, just makes her wonder where the hell they went and why. The drinking worries her. It used to just be a social thing when they saw friends or went out for dinner. Since Lucy died it’s become more regular, and something he does on his own. She hasn’t said anything because she knows it’s his way of coping with the loss of their daughter, but it’s not healthy, it can’t go on, and it seems to be getting worse. It was more than one drink; his brown eyes were notably glassy.

Before she works herself up into a full frenzy, she changes tack. The move will surely help, the change of scenery will do him good, and so will having his own private writing space. The sentiment settles the gnaw of worry that’s always so quick to arrive in the pit of her stomach. The ideal refuge for you and your family, she repeats in her head for the millionth time. The words give her something she hasn’t had in a long time—hope. That her family can be fixed after Lucy’s death broke them.

When she sees other people’s family photos on social media, it’s not the white-sand beaches they’re on, or the lakeside settings, or the Eiffel Tower in the background that she’s jealous of. It’s the look in their eyes—the look of contentment. That’s all she wants for her family now. Full-blown happiness is too ambitious since Lucy died. She’ll settle for contentment.

On her way back to Polly’s room, she stops to check in on Quinn. He’s sitting amidst chaos, clothes pulled free from suitcases but not yet put away, his collection of sneakers in a pile that’s already claimed the room with its stench. Panda, their border collie rescue, who never leaves Quinn’s side, is happily lying down next to him on a pile of T-shirts. The only thing set up is the TV and the Xbox. He sits in front of it, a headset tamping down his brown curls, a sheen of sweat on his tanned face that even at fifteen still has a babyish quality to it—so similar to his father’s.

He sees her and pulls the headset down. “Hey.”

“I thought you needed Wi-Fi for that?” Alice points at the Xbox.

“Not for all the games.” He starts to pull his headset back on.

“Quinn,” she calls out before he can disappear back into his virtual reality. “Can you please do some unpacking?”

He lets the headset rest back on his neck. “When will the Wi-Fi be on?”

Typical Quinn, answering her question with a question that is unrelated and in no way helpful. Annoyance prickles through her. “I don’t know exactly,” she snaps back. “Just get off that stupid thing and unpack properly, for heaven’s sake.”

She’s not even through the door when the guilt bleeds through the annoyance. She gets so short with him now, but they’ve never had the easiest time. She was sick all through her pregnancy with Quinn, and to be honest, he was a bit of a surprise, arriving red-faced and outraged, four years after the twins were born. The girls were in preschool, and Alice had been looking forward to getting back out into the workforce. She’d been the one to stay home with the twins because Geoff was an English professor at the time and made more than she did working in the pharmacy.

After her difficult pregnancy, giving birth was a relief, until she realized she had a colicky newborn on her hands. And he stayed fussy right up until eighteen months. Lucy was the only person who could soothe him; she would sit beside his baby seat and talk to him softly, holding up toys for him to look at, singing soothing songs to him and stroking his cheek. Polly tried with him as well, but she was loud and rough, itsy-bitsy-spidering up his stomach too aggressively, planting hard, wet kisses on his cheeks, making Old MacDonald animal sounds that scared him.

That’s why he loved Lucy best—right up until the day she died. His father was a close second, followed by Polly and then Alice. Or at least that’s how it feels. As a child, Quinn had been clingy and needy, but Alice never got the knack for soothing him. He’d rail against her, she’d snap at him, he’d punish her with silence and lock his bedroom door, then she’d feel guilty and try to fix it. It was a nasty cycle that no parenting book could remedy. They got along a bit better when he became a teenager, because he was less needy and she was less impatient. Somehow, they stumbled into a clumsy sort of harmony. Then Lucy died. And Quinn blames her. He’s never come right out and said it, but she knows.

A mother always knows when her child hates her.

She hopes that the move helps him. Hopes the reminders of Lucy from the old house no longer haunt him. Over the past year, Alice had found Quinn in Lucy’s room many times. Lying on the bed, staring at the wall, tears streaming down his cheeks. The pain of losing her child was unbearable, and she almost didn’t make it, but then to see the pain in her other children brought on a whole new level of grief. Pain laced with a sense of profound failure and helplessness.

She takes a deep breath and steps back into Quinn’s room with a smile. He glowers at her return but slides the headset off. “I was thinking we’d order pizza or Chinese for dinner,” she says, because those are his two favorite kinds of takeout. “Your pick. We’ll see what this town has to offer.” He nods but eyes her with suspicion. At least it’s not hatred.



Geoff

Of course Alice would label the setting up of his writing studio as non-crucial. Of course she’d step in to delegate what he should be doing instead. The verbal tirade against her is loud in Geoff’s head as he unwraps the gray dinnerware that Alice bought for the new house. She didn’t even ask his opinion, not about the new dinner plates, or the new glassware, or the new towels. Not to mention moving, and worst of all, inviting her crazy mother to live with them.

Alice had shown him photos of the house online. He’d agreed that it was an amazing find, mostly because he’d finally have his own separate writing space. And yeah, her mother didn’t have anywhere else to go—but it’s the principle that matters, isn’t it? The way she just bulldozes ahead with things like she’s the goddamn CEO of the family. As though she knows what’s best for everyone.

But if that were true… He doesn’t let himself finish the thought.

He’s the one who got them where they are today. He put in the work that bought their first house and paid the bills when the kids were little and Alice wasn’t working. Day in and day out, slaving away as an English professor to privileged snots who cared more about social media and what parties they were going to get drunk at than real literature. It was only fair that, as soon as Alice started making good money as a pharmaceutical rep, he got a turn to pursue his dream of becoming a writer. A dream he’s had since before he and Alice even got together. It was Alice’s dream to have kids, wasn’t it? He made that happen and now it’s his turn, plain and simple.

She’d been all for it in the beginning. Super supportive and encouraging. It was after the first novel, the one that his agent couldn’t sell, when she started to get critical. He didn’t know that there was a time limit on the pursuit of your dream, that only one novel was allowed. She came into his office, saw the new novel Post-it notes on the wall, and said, “You’re writing another one? Does this mean you’re never going to go back to teaching?” From that day on things shifted. She started to get her little digs in. Started demanding more of him. “Could you at least get some laundry done during the day, do the grocery shopping once a week? It would be nice to come home to dinner made once in a while.” As though his days were empty and needed to be filled by her.

She didn’t understand the process at all. That every good writer has to go through the rejection process first. That most writers don’t get published until their second, third, or even fourth finished novel. It’s only been two years since he quit teaching, for Christ’s sake, and one of those years was spent grieving the greatest loss of his life. Did she expect him to write through that? Probably. Now that she’s moved them all out here, she’s back to verbally castrating him.

He puts a tall, thin-stemmed wineglass down too hard on the stone countertop, causing the stem to break free, which makes an oddly beautiful chiming sound as it slices deep into his thumb. Blood drops quickly arrive across the thin line of the cut and drip onto the island. He pulls a piece of paper towel off a roll and wraps his thumb in it.

“Fuck this,” he whispers, chucking the broken glass into the trash and heading out the back door.




Alice

When she came back from asking Geoff to unpack the kitchen, Polly was lying on her bed, picking at that damn scar. Her eyes were red, which Alice feared was from crying. She ignored it, which she’s learned is the best tactic, and went right back to unpacking. Polly eventually got up to help, and now Alice has unpacked almost an entire duffel bag of clothes and Polly is hanging things up in her closet. Alice is about to suggest Polly keep at it and she’ll check back in a bit when the doorbell rings.

“The Wi-Fi guy?” Polly asks, her face brightening. The expression reminds Alice of Lucy so much that it feels like a hand suddenly clenches her heart. She often sees her dead daughter in the face of her living one. A painful side effect of having identical twins. Some days the similarity is so strong that it catches her off guard.

“I’ll go see,” Alice says. “You keep going, you’re doing a great job.” She squeezes Polly’s arm on her way out of the room. The therapist told her it was good to incorporate touch as much as possible, “so that everyone in the family not only senses the connection but literally feels it as well.” This is easy for Alice. She’s always been the affectionate type—and she loves her family. She just has to pick the right moments with the kids: in passing and never linger or make them feel like she expects anything back. Watch their moods like the weather and act accordingly, she’s always reminding herself. Does Geoff ever think like that? she wonders, heading for the door. Does he think about what the kids need from moment to moment?

It’s not the Wi-Fi guy standing at the front door but the realtor, Sabrina. Pulling the door open, Alice is flooded with self-consciousness; her hair is greasy and pulled back into a messy ponytail, she’s not wearing any makeup, not even a pair of glasses to hide the dark circles under her eyes, and is in her grubbiest clothes to clean and unpack. Sabrina, on the other hand, looks as though she’s been spat off the realtor.com webpage.

“Congratulations on your new home!” She holds a bottle of Champagne out to Alice.

“You didn’t need to do that,” Alice says, taking the bottle from her, knowing full well that she does it for every client who helps pay for the massive white Mercedes SUV she arrived in. Alice waves her away from the front door and into the kitchen. “Come on in and have a glass with me.”

Sabrina shakes her head at the suggestion. “Oh no, I only wanted to drop it off and say congratulations. I don’t want to intrude.”

“Nonsense. I insist.” She’s not sure why she’s insisting, other than the fact that it’s the polite thing to do and her conditioning runs deep. She barely even knows the woman and would really rather keep unpacking.

“Well, okay then. Just one quick glass.”

Stepping into the kitchen, Alice stops herself from gasping out loud. Piles of dishes and scattered stemware cover the island, along with a few ominous drops of blood, and empty cardboard boxes and packing paper litter the floor. Geoff is nowhere in sight. She bites the inside of her cheek to quiet the rage that flares inside of her.

“You’re right in the thick of it, aren’t you?” Sabrina says with a cheerfulness that is in drastic contrast with what’s going on inside of Alice.

“Yup,” Alice forces herself to respond. “This is what day two of move-in looks like I guess.” When your husband is useless, she silently adds.

She doesn’t have to look far for the Champagne flutes. They’ve been unpacked and are sitting out at one end of the island. She uncorks the bottle with a loud pop just as her mother comes into the room.

“Ahh, exactly the sound I want to hear when I enter the room,” her mother says.

Alice reaches for a third Champagne flute. “Mom, this is Sabrina, the realtor who sold us the house. She brought Champagne.” Alice holds up the bottle.

Her mother offers a hand to the realtor. “Beverley. Lovely to meet you.”

“Lovely to meet you as well, Beverley,” the realtor replies in an equally put-on voice. “How are you enjoying the granny suite so far?”

Beverley waves a hand at the realtor. “Not one bit when you call it that. I’m old but I’m no granny.” The two women laugh together as Alice pours three glasses of Champagne.

Alice doesn’t disagree. Her mother is an artist—eccentric, bohemian, and narcissistic—and hasn’t got a maternal or grandmaternal bone in her body. Even in that moment Alice feels like a wilted weed standing next to her mother, whose white hair is pulled back into a perfect French knot showing off turquoise earrings, with a slash of red lipstick on her mouth to complement the colorful tunic she’s wearing, a purchase from her last trip to Mexico. Beverley always looks like this, even on moving days, even when painting and sculpting, or even while picking Alice up from school when she was a child, which only ever happened if she was sick or injured. Her mother is part of that club of perfect-looking women, but that fact never helped Alice get into it.

“In truth, though, I’m very grateful for my new accommodation. It’s just perfect for me and my cats. I would have been homeless if Alice hadn’t found this place.” Alice’s mother leans in closer to Sabrina, as though she’s about to tell her a secret. “I’m not sure if Alice told you but I sold my house and bought into a new retirement community that went belly-up in the middle of construction. I lost my deposit and a place to live.”

The realtor puts a hand to her chest and gasps dramatically. “My goodness. That’s awful. I guess this move was meant to be then. Wasn’t it?”

“You’re right, Sabrina, finding this place really was meant to be.” Alice passes around glasses of Champagne. “Let’s toast to new beginnings, shall we?”

“To new beginnings,” Sabrina says enthusiastically. They all clink glasses and are silent while taking sips. “I’m just so glad that you could all look past the morbid history of the place enough to make it your home,” she adds, putting her glass down on the island. “And not just because of my commission.” She laughs too loud at her own joke. “But seriously, this place deserves a second chance. It’s a great house! Who doesn’t love a Craftsman-inspired bungalow!”

Alice wants to shove a dishcloth into the woman’s mouth to make her stop talking but it’s too late, she’s already said too much. Hopefully Alice’s mother didn’t catch it.

“Morbid history?” her mother says with a twinkle in her eye.

Sabrina’s eyes go wide. “You didn’t tell her about the Justine Gordon case?”

Alice imagines knocking the woman out with the Champagne bottle. “No,” she replies flatly, hoping the woman will get the hint.

“Who’s Justine Gordon?” Alice’s mother grabs her phone off the counter and starts to google the name.

“Oh dear,” Sabrina says with a cringe that doesn’t create any wrinkles on her forehead. “I think I’ve let the cat out of the bag.” She pushes her Champagne glass away. “Maybe best if I go and let you two get on with your unpacking.”

Alice had decided not to tell the kids or her mother about what had happened in the house. She only told Geoff because he had to sign the paperwork, otherwise she would have kept it from him too. Isn’t that what good mothers, wives, and daughters do—protect their family from the unpleasant? Clean up all of the messes—the puke, the shit, the rotting food in the refrigerator, the shards of their broken family? Yes, she had moved them all to a house with a tragic history, but it wasn’t their tragic history; it was somebody else’s. And they were no longer living in a place riddled with daily reminders of Lucy, reminders of the greatest tragedy any of them had ever experienced. She’d taken care of that too.

“She murdered her husband and two sons,” Alice’s mother says with a flourish that could be excitement or horror, Alice can’t tell. “I remember this case being in the news, but I had no idea it happened here.” She continues reading, mumbling bits and pieces of it under her breath.

“Thank you again for the Champagne,” Alice calls after Sabrina, who’s making a quick getaway.

“My pleasure,” she calls back, without turning around. “Good luck with the unpacking.” The front door slams.

Her mother finally looks up from the phone. “Alice Louise, that is some secret to keep.”

“I was trying to spare you,” Alice snaps. As if she’s done something wrong when all she was trying to do was protect them. “What good does it do anyone to know that a woman murdered her husband and two sons here? None.”

Behind her, Polly gasps. “A woman murdered her husband and two sons here?”

“I didn’t say that!” Alice yells, sounding far too defensive. She hadn’t noticed her daughter enter the room.

“You said exactly that,” Polly shoots back.

“The last owners,” Alice’s mother explains. “Justine Gordon was the woman who murdered her whole family.”

“Mom!” Alice shouts. “Stop.”

“For heaven’s sake, Alice,” her mother huffs. “She’s nineteen. Technically an adult. You shouldn’t hide things from her like she’s still a child.”

Why not? Alice thinks. And in any case, shouldn’t she have been the one to make that decision, since Polly is her daughter?

“Are you telling me that you moved us all into a fucking Amityville house?” Polly asks.

“No sailor slang,” Alice’s mother replies.

“I cannot believe that you’ve just turned our lives into a bad horror movie,” says Polly. “You know Quinn’s going to get teased at school about this. As if the whole shitty town doesn’t know about it.”

Alice’s mother huffs at the swearwords but turns her annoyance on Alice instead of Polly. “This is what you get for not telling us about it. People don’t like to have secrets kept from them.”

“I wasn’t keeping secrets. I didn’t want it to influence how you felt about the place. I was trying to protect all of you!”

“So that we could walk around this town with everyone knowing but us, like idiots?” Polly says, with an indignation that can only truly be summoned by someone her age.

“Exactly!” Alice’s mother says before putting her half-drunk Champagne down on the counter and walking out of the room. Leaving Alice to clean up the mess, as per usual.

“People won’t know that it happened in this house specifically,” Alice says calmly. “It’s not like they publish the address. And in any case, I’m sure people have forgotten all about it. It happened four years ago, and we all have memories like goldfish these days because of our phones.”

“Sounds like a load of shit to me, Mom, but nice try. I guess we’ll find out soon enough.” Polly turns and leaves the room.

Alice feels as though she’s been ambushed. She finishes her glass of Champagne and is starting on the half glass her mother left when Geoff walks through the back door. “This your idea of getting the kitchen organized?” She gestures to the mess she’s standing in the middle of, turning the fury that was just directed at her onto him.

“I unpacked it like you asked,” he replies, with the attitude of an insolent child. “There’s no point in putting it away. You would have just told me I’d done it wrong anyway and then reorganized it.”

“At least it would have been put away. And how do you know that I would have said it was done wrong? Plates and glasses can only go so many places, Geoff.”

“How do I know?” He pauses, for effect. “Because no matter what I do, it’s always wrong.”

Alice laughs at the irony. Only seconds before, she was the one doing everything wrong with Polly and her mother.

“I’m glad you find that fact so amusing,” Geoff says before going to the fridge for a beer.

“That’s not why I was laughing,” she says, ready to explain so that they can bitch about her mother together.

“I’ll be in for dinner,” he says, before she has the chance to. He takes his beer and leaves the kitchen to go back out to his writing studio.

Alice stands alone in the kitchen, feeling like the family outcast. Everyone is mad at her for one thing or another. She reaches for the glass of Champagne that the realtor left mostly untouched. Taking her time with it, staring out at the trees from the back window, she tells herself moving days are always a little bit bumpy, that everyone will feel better once they’re unpacked, that she did the right thing for her family.

Whether they realize it or not.



Beverley

When she sees Alice sit down in one of the Adirondack chairs on the back deck with a glass of wine, Beverley decides she should go out and join her. Spend some quality time. She’s not sure where Alice got her high-strung nature—not from her—but she’s noticed it’s gotten worse since Lucy died. It’s to be expected, she knows, but now that her daughter is middle-aged she’s wondering how bad it’s going to get.

She had some serious reservations about moving in with Alice and her family. She’s used to her independence. She likes not having to answer to anyone, especially her own daughter. When Alice was a child, Beverley found her seriousness off-putting. Even when she was playing, she wore a pensive expression, as though she already had the world’s problems resting on her shoulders. Beverley just couldn’t relate and often found herself avoiding her child altogether. Looking for escape from Alice’s constant stream of questions and worries; her need for comfort and reassurance.

At the time it filled her with guilt, but she’s come to reconcile it with the belief that she made her daughter more independent. If Beverley had coddled Alice the way Alice coddles her own children, she would have made her fretful nature worse. Every now and again Beverley can feel Alice’s resentment for it. Beverley tells herself that it’s Alice’s problem, not her own. She did the best that she could, and if Alice can’t see that, so be it.

Beverley makes herself a martini, hoping it will wash away the aftertaste of the greasy pizza Alice ordered for dinner earlier. They’d had takeout burgers the night before. She wonders how long Alice is going to milk this moving thing so that she doesn’t have to make dinner.

“All finished unpacking?” Alice asks as Beverley approaches the back deck from her cabin.

“Pretty much,” she answers, easing herself into the chair while making sure she doesn’t spill a drop. “It’s not a very big place, after all.”

“Better than being homeless, isn’t it?”

“Cheers to that.” Beverley holds up her martini in Alice’s direction, who does the same with her wine.

They sit in silence for a few minutes, watching Geoff swim laps in the pool only a few yards away. The sun is setting and the lights in the pool have turned on. The song of crickets fills the warm night air, syncing to the rhythm of Geoff’s front-stroke splashes. All very idyllic, Beverley thinks, then remembers what she learned earlier.

“I’m sorry,” she says, the words feeling cumbersome in her mouth, “for telling Polly about the house. I should have let you do that on your own time.”

Alice’s eyebrows raise in surprise at her mother’s apology, and Beverley immediately wants to take it back. “Thanks, Mom. And I’m sorry I didn’t tell you in the first place. I thought I was just protecting everyone.”

“Dreadful stuff though, isn’t it? Any idea why she did it?”

“Probably because her husband refused to unpack the kitchen properly and her kids were upset about the Wi-Fi.” Both cackle, then feel horrible about it, but neither can stop.

“What’s so funny?” Quinn asks, coming through the back door to let Panda out.

“Nothing, dear,” Beverley says quickly. “Just girl talk. Come out and join us.” She’s surprised to see that he does. Normally you can’t pry that child off his videogame contraption.

Geoff arrives dripping from the pool, wrapped in a towel that Beverley knows is meant for the bathroom, meaning Alice is probably prickling inside. She still marvels at how her daughter grew up to be so anal.

Geoff puts a hand on Alice’s shoulder. “Sorry about earlier. I should have done a better job unpacking the kitchen.”

Alice nods and gives his hand a pat. “It’s okay. I wasn’t very considerate about your writing studio.”

Beverley resists the urge to swat her daughter. Alice is far too accommodating as it is. She’s never been a huge fan of her daughter’s husband. She’s pretty sure Geoff only makes such apologies when there’s an audience so that everyone sees what a good man he is. She takes a long sip of her martini to drown the snarky words on the tip of her tongue. What kind of man quits his college teaching job to try to write books?

“What is that dog doing?” Alice asks, making them all look across the yard at Panda, pacing and growling in front of the path into the woods.

“She’s done it every time I let her out,” Quinn says.

“Probably growling at all the coyotes in there waiting to swarm her,” Beverley jokes, only to be scolded with a look from Alice.

“Whatever she’s doing, it’s weird,” Polly says from behind, startling her again.

Beverley’s always thought of her as the sneaky one, and Lucy the good one. She’s never said it out loud, though. She knows better. Especially now that Lucy is gone.

“Maybe it’s Justine Gordon in there,” Polly adds. “She heard a new family moved into her house and escaped from prison to come murder us all.”

“Polly!” Alice sloshes her wine onto her top.

“Justine who?” Quinn asks.

“No one,” Beverley, Geoff, and Alice say in unison.

Polly chuckles, and Beverley has to stifle her smile behind her hand. Little shit-disturber. That’s the other thing Beverley thinks of when she thinks of her granddaughter. Not so different from herself.

Panda lets out one more long, low growl and then runs back across the lawn whimpering.

“So weird,” Alice says as they all stare into the woods and share a collective shiver.
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Quinn

Quinn walks behind his parents, in step with Polly, the whole time imagining what he’d do to his mother if he had his Fortnite weapons in real life. She’s forcing him to go to some stupid neighborhood Labor Day barbecue. “There’ll be fireworks,” she’d said, as if he were still eight years old and gave two shits about fireworks. “It’s a chance to meet some kids before you start school on Tuesday,” she’d said, as though it were ever that easy. He asked why she wasn’t forcing Nana to go, and she said because Nana didn’t do backyard barbecues and she would probably embarrass them anyway. None of them know a single person who’s going to be there. They’re just going because they got a flyer in the mailbox. He’s pretty sure they’ll end up standing around like a bunch of losers.

That’s probably what his mother wants though. As far as Quinn’s concerned, she likes seeing them suffer. Making them move to some new house just because she wanted a change. Not caring about Quinn having to leave all his friends in the middle of high school, that their dog Buttons was buried in the backyard of their old house, or that it was the last place that they were all together with Lucy.

Polly bumps him with her hip. “Hey, little man, why so glum?”

Quinn resists the urge to punch her. “Don’t call me that.” It was Lucy’s nickname for him. Coming from Polly it just sounds patronizing. She has no idea either. None of them do, except maybe his dad.

Polly will show up at the barbecue and immediately be surrounded by girls and especially boys her age. Like flies to shit, Quinn thinks. No matter where they go, Polly acquires a posse right off the bat—vacations, family reunions, random people’s barbecues. Lucy was more like him: smart, introverted, didn’t like big crowds, had only a close group of friends. He hates himself for it, he really does, but some days he wishes Polly had died instead.

“Fine,” Polly says, sounding kind of hurt, which surprises Quinn. “I won’t call you that. ‘Loser’ suits you better anyway.” That’s more like it, he thinks.

She prances a few feet ahead so that she’s in line with their parents just as they arrive at the party. Leaving Quinn trailing behind, looking like his own family can’t stand him.

For a split second, Quinn is distracted by the massive, fenced-in backyard with a pool and a waterfall, and one of those expensive-looking outdoor kitchen things where a bunch of people in white uniforms are grilling, sautéing, and tossing food.

His new house isn’t as swanky as this one, but Quinn’s still not sure how they were able to afford to live in a place with a pool, two extra cabins, and a fucking forest. They’re not poor or anything, but this whole scene seems out of their league, especially with his dad not working.

“Welcome, new neighbors,” a woman calls, greeting them from halfway across the yard. She’s wearing all white, just like the servers, but she’s clearly the host of the party. Her hair’s all perfect-looking, the way his mom tries to get hers to look but never does, and she’s got lots of gold jewelry on with gold shoes to match. “So glad you all decided to come.”

“Oh, well, thank you so much for the invite,” his mom gushes right back. “We wouldn’t have missed a chance to meet our new neighbors.”

His mom introduces the rest of them and then the three adults start in on the small talk. Quinn tunes out to scan the yard. He notices a group of kids who look his age standing over in the far corner of the yard. Quinn silently prays that he is not made, at any point, to go talk to them. He knows their type even from afar—athletic, popular, lacking any self-consciousness whatsoever. Life comes easily to them; the words that come out of their mouths make people laugh and move closer. When he talks, others cringe and move away.

As if right on cue, three girls, who look like plainer versions of his sister, suddenly appear in front of Polly to introduce themselves and invite her over to the bar area while the adults turn a blind eye to the underage drinking. Even if Quinn were allowed to drink at the party, he wouldn’t. He’s vowed never to drink again. The one and only time he ever did was the night Lucy died.

He’d been at his best friend’s house for a sleepover. When Dustin’s parents went out to dinner, he’d suggested they do shots of tequila from his parents’ liquor cabinet. Quinn agreed, got so drunk he puked all over the couch in the TV room, then passed out. Good old Dustin, who had somehow not puked and who had mostly sobered up by the time his parents got home, told them the tequila had been Quinn’s idea. Dustin’s mom made him clean up his own puke, told him he wasn’t welcome to sleep over again, and made him call his mom to pick him up.

He called his mom to ask for a ride and told her he just didn’t feel like staying over anymore. But she’d had a few glasses of wine, so sent Lucy to pick him up instead. Hearing Lucy was going out, Polly had tagged along at the last minute to get a ride to some party. They were going to pick him up first, then drop Polly off.

Quinn didn’t want to stay inside with that snitch Dustin and his angry mom, so he sat outside on the front step waiting for his sisters to come get him. He felt like shit too; had a horrible headache and thought he might throw up again at any moment. He counted down the minutes, tracking his sister on an app as she drove there.

He saw her get to an intersection only three minutes from the house—and then never moved past it. He tried calling her, but it went straight to voicemail. He tried calling Polly, too, but her phone did the same. A feeling of dread crept up his torso, into his chest, and spread out through his entire body like branches, unfurling over his brain. His hangover disappeared. He sat there frozen in place, staring at his phone, waiting for Lucy’s location to reload. He’s not sure for how long. It was only when the front porch was plunged into darkness that he looked up from his phone. Dustin’s dad had turned off the inside and outside lights.

He got to his feet and started walking toward the intersection. It took him twenty-four minutes. He arrived in time to see his mother’s car on its side in the middle of the road, a twisted, charred, and smoking mess of metal. One of his sisters was being zipped into a body bag; he presumed his other sister was in the ambulance, speeding away from the scene.

It wasn’t until much later at the hospital that he learned that Lucy had died.

From that night on he hated three things: tequila, his best friend, and his mother for not being the one to pick him up that night. Buried under all of that, in a dark place that he tries not to ever go to, he hates himself the most.

The woman in white lifts a hand and waves toward the group of kids who Quinn wants to avoid. One of the boys slowly extricates himself from his crowd and lopes across the yard, looking less than thrilled.

“This is my middle boy, Max,” she says as soon as he arrives. “He’s a hockey player.” Quinn finds the declaration strange, as though that’s his most defining feature. If it is, then he definitely doesn’t want to be friends with him.

Then she gestures in Quinn’s direction. “Max, this is Quinn. He’s starting grade ten at Merrymont High on Tuesday with you and your friends.” The boy nods in Quinn’s direction, not quite friendly, but not quite rude either. “Why don’t you take him over and introduce him to some of the other kids?” She makes it sound like a suggestion, but Quinn knows how these things work.

“Yeah, sure, no problem,” Max says with a shrug.

“That’s so nice of you, Max,” his mom says. Then she turns to Quinn and mouths, I told you, which makes him wish for his Fortnite weapons again. His dad gives him a pat on the back as he leaves.

“What’s your name again?” Max asks, right before they get to the group.

“Quinn.” It comes out sounding like a croak.

“Everyone, this is Quinn. He just moved into the murder house.” A collective ooh goes up, followed by laughter and furtive glances that Quinn doesn’t understand, and then they all say their names at once so that he’ll never remember them.

“What? What did you mean by murder house?” Quinn asks. The whole group starts howling with laughter. He smiles like he’s in on the joke, waiting for someone to explain.

“Is that your sister?” one of the guys asks, pointing in Polly’s direction, ignoring Quinn’s question entirely. “She’s hot, hey?”

“Yeah,” Quinn says flatly. “Since she’s my sister, I’d rather not comment on her level of hotness, because that’s pretty gross. Incest-wise.” No one says anything in response, they just stare at him blankly and the guy who asked shrugs, and they all start talking to each other again. He stands awkwardly on the periphery of the group listening to them talk about people he doesn’t know, things that happened over the summer that he wasn’t there for, and teachers at the high school he has yet to meet. That’s a record, he thinks. Less than two minutes to become a social outcast.

“I’m going to get a drink,” he mumbles, to no response. Breaking away from the group, he heads not for the big metal tub full of ice and cold drinks but for the exit. Glancing in his parents’ direction, he’s happy to see that they’re fully immersed in a fake conversation with their shitty neighbors.

Once through the gate he texts his dad, went home, which feels weird because it doesn’t feel like home at all. It feels like someone else’s house surrounded by woods that creep even his dog out.



Polly

She watches Quinn escape through the gate and looks back at the group of kids he escaped from. They don’t even notice his departure, but she’s not surprised. He probably said something weird. Quinn’s too smart for his own good. He uses words that most kids his age don’t understand, and his intelligence gives him an air of aloof superiority. Basically, he comes off like an asshole. He had a small group of friends from the old neighborhood, but only because they’d all been in school together since kindergarten. A new school was going to be hell for him.

Normally, Lucy would step in and make it better for Quinn, smooth over his social awkwardness, but now Polly will have to figure out a different way to fix things. Excusing herself from the girls who’ve already started to bore her, Polly saunters across the lawn to the group Quinn just left. She knows the one kid is called Max. His sister was one of the girls who approached her earlier, pointing him out as an example of something they both had in common—annoying younger brothers.

“Hey,” she calls out when she’s only a few feet away. They all stop talking and give her their full attention. “I’m Polly. Quinn’s sister.” Some of them lift their hands in awkward waves and they all mumble some version of hello.

She points at the kid who looks just like his mother and sister—blond and generic. “It’s Max, right?” He nods, looking skeptical, as if Polly’s there to mock him or do something his sister put her up to. She smiles sweetly to disarm him. “Can I talk to you alone for a minute?” He looks shocked but quickly recovers with a nonchalant nod.

Taking the sleeve of his T-shirt, she gently pulls him away from the group. She’s learned that even the slightest bit of contact can go a long way. “I saw you talking to my brother, Quinn, earlier. I hope he didn’t say anything weird. He’s a bit nervous meeting new people.”

“Nahh, he’s cool.”

Polly knows for a fact that he’s lying. No one ever has called Quinn cool, which means her plan is already working. “That’s good,” she says, as if she believes him. “I just wanted to ask a favor of you.”

“Sure thing.” He flips the blond swoop of bangs out of his eyes.

“Maybe you can show Quinn around on the first day of school and hang out with him a bit?” He flinches a little, but she continues, “If you guys become friends, you and I might get to hang out too.”

His cheeks flush. “Ahh, sure, yeah.”

“Great.” She touches his arm briefly for good measure. “Thanks. You should come to our house for a swim sometime.” She knows she’s going overboard but wants to cement the deal for Quinn and thinks her in a bikini will do it.

“Come to the murder house?” he blurts, his eyes wide, the cool façade replaced with a look of terror. “No thanks.”

“What did you say?”

“That’s what everyone calls it.” Polly stares back at him. It’s worse than she thought. “But you could come here,” he quickly adds. “To my pool.”

She nods once and gives him a tight-lipped smile. “Yeah, sure. Sounds good.” Turning so quickly she flicks Max in the face with her hair, she heads for the gate. On her way, she waves to the group of girls, who watch her leave, confusion about her sudden exit all over their tanned faces. Fake faces. Acting like she didn’t just move into the murder house.

The shitty thing is, she actually likes the new house. Her bedroom is outdated, but if she complains enough her mom will fix it up. Having a pool is cool, and she can move into the cabin when her nana dies. Win-win. She knows that of all of them, she needed the change the most. Her twin sister was everywhere in that house, and if they’d stayed there much longer, she would have gone fucking crazy.

She reaches their long, tree-lined driveway, deeply shadowed in the late-summer twilight, and is surprised that Quinn is nowhere in sight. He must have booked it home. The woods push in on either side of the driveway and she notices how different the dark is here from the city. It’s thicker, and the air is heavier, moister. She can feel it settle on her skin. She can smell the earth, the grass, the trees. Can almost hear how fast things are growing. Suddenly, she’s really creeped out, and she’s not sure if it’s the murder-house thing or the fact that someone forgot to turn on the outdoor lights to guide her home. Her phone flashlight does next to nothing, but at least she can illuminate the gravel at her feet to navigate the unfamiliar driveway, stumbling every now and then over small potholes.

She’s only halfway to the house when she hears a rustling in the bushes beside her. She freezes and holds her breath. A figure suddenly appears on the driveway in front of her and she screams and throws her phone at it.

“Fuck off, Polly!”

The familiar voice stops her mid-spin.

“What the fuck, Quinn?” She puts a hand over her thumping heart. “Why would you scare me like that?”

He holds her phone out to her. “Lucky I caught it. And for the record, an iPhone 14 is not a very effective weapon.”

She grabs the phone from him and cuffs the back of his head. “Next time I’ll have pepper spray, promise.”

“What are you doing here anyway? You’re normally the last one to leave a party.”

They start walking up the driveway together, and despite the scare, she’s glad for his company. “It was boring,” she says. “Everyone’s fake here in good old Merrymont.”

“Such a stupid name for a town,” Quinn says, full of his usual disdain. “Why the fuck did Mom move us here anyway?”

“She thought it was for the best. That we needed a change after everything that happened.”

“Yeah, well, I didn’t. Couldn’t she at least have waited until I finished high school? She only cares about herself.”

“Mom’s a lot of things, like totally neurotic and annoying, but she’s not selfish. She really thinks she made the right decision for all of us. Maybe you wanted to stay, but I couldn’t.”

Quinn doesn’t say anything in response, and she knows it’s because he hates when she defends their mom. When they get to the house, the thought of them going off to their own rooms makes Polly feel unbearably lonely. “I’m going to smoke a joint on the back deck. Do you want to keep me company?”

Quinn scrunches up his face in surprise. Then he scratches his head, something he always does when he’s thinking, like some cartoon character. “Only if I can smoke too.” His response shocks her. She never thought of him as the pot-smoking type.

“I don’t think that’s such a good idea, Quinn. You’re only fifteen and Mom would kill me.”

Quinn puts out a hand to stop her. “You sound like Lucy right now,” he says, as if it’s some kind of insult.

“And what’s wrong with that?”

“Nothing. I didn’t mean it that way. She was protective, and that was nice and all, but I thought you were cooler than that. Like you’d get it that I want to try it. Wouldn’t it be better to do it first with you rather than alone or with some kids I don’t really know?”

Polly lets out a deep sigh. She hates being put in this position, but she’s the one who brought it up, and he’s not wrong. It’s safer to try it with her than anyone else. “Okay, fine, but if Mom finds out we’ll both be in major shit.”

“Good.” He bobs in place like a goofy kid. Like he’s trying not to pee his pants.

“All right then,” she says, pulling the joint and a lighter from the pocket of her jean shorts. “Let’s hope it mellows you out for both our sakes.”

They go around to the back of the house to sit on the deck. She sparks up and inhales slowly and gently. Passing the lit joint to her brother, Polly hears her dead sister’s voice in her head: And the Big Sister of the Year Award goes to… What are you going to introduce him to next? Acid?

Polly hums to drown out the voice in her head, ignoring the look Quinn gives her.

She and her sister were identical in looks but not in behavior. Lucy was the athletic one, the smart one, the good one. She smoked weed occasionally and drank at parties, but she never got out of control. Polly was the wild one, getting in trouble at school and at home, famous for her bad decisions. She was the one who took things too far, puked at parties, did whatever drugs were on offer, woke up in strange beds. Their parents had abandoned any expectations of Polly long ago and mostly tried to manage her self-made crises. Getting Quinn high for the first time was very much in keeping with her brand.

Quinn barely inhales and then coughs all the smoke back out. She laughs and gently takes the joint from him. “Like this,” she says, taking a long, smooth inhale and holding it in her lungs before exhaling.

“Why don’t you just get a pen like a normal person?” he asks, taking back the joint.

“I have one, but I prefer joints. I’m old-school. Now, try again.” Quinn mimics her and is able to hold in the smoke a few seconds before coughing. “That’s better,” she says encouragingly.

They pass it back and forth in silence for a little while, Quinn getting better as he goes. Polly glances over at him at one point and he’s leaning back in the deck chair, his arms loose at his sides, looking up at the stars in the sky. He looks truly relaxed for the first time in his life.

He’s probably going to be an addict now, she hears her sister say.

“There’s something I need to tell you,” she says, interrupting the peaceful quiet between them so she can’t hear the voice in her head. “About the house.” She doesn’t want to, she knows her mom is going to freak on her, but she feels like she has no choice. Quinn is going to get to school on Tuesday and everyone will be talking about it.

He turns to her, a goofy, stoned grin on his face.

“It’s a crime scene, dude.”

Quinn works hard to pull himself out of his stoned stupor to sit forward in his seat. His brown eyes are bloodshot and puffy, and his mouth droops. He’s actually not that bad-looking when he relaxes, she thinks.

“Is that why those kids at the party called it the murder house?”

“So, you’ve heard.” Polly feels even more justified in revealing the secret. God, her mom is so stupid sometimes. She can’t believe how naïve that woman can be. “Yeah, that’s why. A woman named Justine Gordon murdered her husband and two sons here.”

Quinn clumsily slaps the arm of the chair. “I knew we must have gotten it for cheap.”

“Anyway, Mom didn’t want either of us to know, so don’t say anything to her.”

“Fuck that!” Quinn shoots back. “As if I’m not going to make her pay for this… subterfuge.”

Polly swats his arm with the back of her hand. “Don’t be such an idiot, Quinn. If you make her pay, she’ll make me pay and I’ll have to take it all out on you.”

Quinn slumps back in his chair and is quiet, staring out at the woods. Polly does the same, regretting her idea to get high with her fifteen-year-old brother. “I can’t believe we live in an actual murder house,” Quinn says after a few seconds of silence.

“Almost sounds like you think it’s cool.”

He shrugs. “It kind of is. I mean. Maybe it is. I’m not sure yet. I’m going to try to find out more about it. But don’t tell Mom I said that. I want her to think I hate everything about this house.”

“You’re so weird,” she says, shaking her head.

A loud bang echoes through the dark, causing them both to jump. They look upward just in time to see the sky light up with fireworks that break apart to sprinkle the night sky with fragments of white, blue, pink, and yellow.

“Cooool,” Quinn drawls, and Polly can’t help laughing.

“You sound like such a stoner.” They look at each other and laugh delightedly while fireworks continue to explode above them. For the first time in a long time, Polly feels better. Lighter.

“Oh fuck,” Quinn says suddenly, leaning forward in his chair, staring hard into the woods. “I must be really stoned. I’m seeing things.”

“Like what?”

“I could have sworn I saw someone standing there at the edge of the woods by the light of that last set of fireworks.” He points across the lawn toward an opening in the trees.

“It’s just the weed,” Polly reassures him.

When a burst of fireworks lights up the sky again, she focuses extra hard on the spot where Quinn pointed. She relaxes when she sees there’s nothing there. “Yeah,” she says, “it’s just the weed.”

“Still,” he answers. “Those woods are pretty creepy. Don’t you think?”

“Nah,” she says with a wave of her hand. “The woods are fine. I’m not creeped out at all.”

Liar, Liar, pants on fire, her sister’s voice sings in her head.



Quinn

When he came inside from watching the fireworks with Polly, the first thing Quinn did was to call Panda up on his bed beside him, then search online for Justine Gordon. That’s how he found the podcast he’s listening to now, in the dark, lying on his bed, staring out his window at the woods.

The podcaster is a woman named Cleo, and her deep, throaty voice turns him on a bit.


Cleo: One of the most fascinating things about the Justine Gordon case is that she continues to insist that she did not kill her family. She maintains that her victims were posing as her family members, and that she had no choice but to kill them in an attempt to get her real family back. In our restless pursuit to understand what causes family members to turn on each other, I’m going to give you a snapshot of each murder committed by Justine Gordon and what followed. Listeners beware: What you’re about to hear is not for the faint of heart.

Cleo: According to police records, Justine Gordon’s murder spree lasted three days, and she used a different method with each of her victims. The extended timeline and the changing MO make the case stand out. In most of the cases we investigate, the suspect kills family members within minutes of each other, at the same location, using the same method.

Not Justine Gordon. According to her confession and evidence gathered at the scene, Justine killed her husband first. It was the morning of May tenth, 2019. The boys had left for school and she and her husband were due to leave for work shortly after. Justine called her husband into the living room under the pretext of needing help getting a book down from a high shelf. While his back was turned, she struck him from behind with a fire poker, knocking him out and then bludgeoning him to death. According to investigators, she wiped the tool down afterward and put it back in the set beside the fireplace. She called in sick to work just before nine a.m., then Justine dragged her husband’s body out to the woods behind their home and buried it in a shallow grave. When her kids got home from school later that day, she told them that their dad had gone away on a last-minute work trip, and that she didn’t expect him back for a few days. They had no reason to believe otherwise, and life continued as usual.

One day later, on May eleventh, 2019, Justine entered the bedroom of her fifteen-year-old son in the middle of the night and smothered him with a pillow until he suffocated. When talking to the police, Justine said it took a lot of strength, that she had to climb on top of him to do it, but that she did it this way to avoid looking into her son’s eyes. Saying, and I quote, “They looked like his eyes, but they were not his eyes.” Then, like she did with her husband, Justine dragged the body out to the woods and buried it in a shallow grave. In the morning, she told her older son that she’d taken his brother into school early to leave for a three-day field trip. Justine said that her elder son seemed suspicious at first, but that eventually he believed her.

One day later, Justine made dinner for her and her son, what she referred to as her “world-famous chili con carne.” Before serving her son, Justine added a large dose of rat poison to the pot of chili. She served him a bowl, then excused herself, saying that she had to make a work call but that he should start eating without her. Justine left the kitchen for fifteen minutes, thinking that the poison would take effect within that time. When she went back into the kitchen, her son was gone.

Police deduced that when the poison started working, her son realized his mother was trying to kill him. That he stumbled into the woods to escape and used his cell phone to call 911. During that phone call, he told the dispatcher he thought his mother had poisoned him, and that she may have killed his father and younger brother too.

Police dispatched to the scene that night apprehended Justine Gordon and organized and conducted a search of the woods on the Gordon property for her missing eighteen-year-old son. Days later, police located his cellphone and torn and bloodstained items of clothing. Justine confirmed the clothes as belonging to her son. To date, his body has not been found. He is presumed dead by police.

Justine Gordon did not resist arrest that night, and she confessed almost immediately to the killings. She showed police where she had buried her husband and younger son in the woods, side by side. Autopsy reports of the recovered bodies listed death by blunt-force trauma to the head and asphyxiation, respectively, but also noted deep incisions in both torsos. When questioned by homicide detectives about those cuts, Justine explained that after their deaths, she cut open their torsos looking for “the thing from the woods.” She was trying to find the entity that had taken them over.

Justine’s lawyer entered a plea of not guilty, by reason of insanity. When the judge asked if Justine understood and agreed with the plea, she stood up and announced to the courtroom, “I didn’t kill my family. I killed the imposters. The woods took my family. And the woods should be on trial today, not me.”



Quinn hits Pause on the podcast. Only in the silence does he realize how loudly he’s breathing, and that if he listens closely, he can hear the trees swaying and creaking in the strong breeze outside. He’s frozen in place, staring out at the woods where Justine buried her victims. Something about them bothered him before, but now… He squeezes his eyes shut to block it all out, hoping that the sense of dread squirming around in his gut is just the aftermath of getting high and nothing more. He scoots closer to Panda.
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Alice

Alice does not do well with the in-between times—waiting in doctors’ offices, being stuck in traffic, that stretch in the dark right before she falls asleep. Her mind always travels to the night Lucy died. Mostly to the things she could have done differently.

The first one is Quinn. She wishes she had just told him to stay at the sleepover, that she’d pick him up in the morning according to the original plan. When he called, she’d tried to convince him to stay, to give it a bit more time, but he was so adamant that he wanted to come home she’d finally just given in. It was easier that way. Fighting them took so much out of her. Especially Quinn.

It had been a Friday. She’d had a long day. Geoff was out that night having drinks with a former colleague, and Polly was getting ready for a party. Lucy was in her room having a quiet night because she had an early-morning basketball game. Alice had decided to open a bottle of wine, something she rarely did on her own, because she thought a glass in the bath might be nice. It was. So, she’d poured herself another to have while watching a show on TV.

Then Lucy had come into the living room to say good night. They got talking, as they often did, and Alice had poured herself one more glass. When Quinn had called demanding to be picked up at 9:45 p.m., Lucy had overheard Alice telling him that she’d just finished her third glass of wine and couldn’t drive. Lucy had motioned to her that she would go get him. Alice had hesitated; she felt guilty that her daughter wouldn’t get to bed when she’d wanted to because Quinn was being difficult.

“Lucy is offering to come get you, but she has an early-morning game and was about to go to bed.”

“It’s only like thirty minutes out of her life,” he’d said. “Just tell her to come get me since you won’t.” He’d been rude, as if she’d been the one to change plans at the last minute.

“Fine,” Alice had said through gritted teeth. “She’ll leave now.” Words she would forever regret.

Polly had come into the room right at that moment, wearing a white crop top, a metallic-pink mini skirt—her long, tanned legs seeming even longer because of it—and pink Converse. She had splashed glitter across her cheeks, bright-pink gloss on her lips, and she’d freshly washed and straightened her long brown hair. She looked beautiful, and the sight of her had planted a pit of dread in Alice’s stomach. What kind of trouble is she going to get into tonight? she’d wondered.

Polly grinned. “If you’re going somewhere, can I get a ride downtown? I don’t feel like taking the bus.”

Lucy had said yes, explaining that she could pick Quinn up on the way and then drop Polly downtown. The timing of the pickup and drop-off meant Lucy wouldn’t be home for an hour instead of just thirty minutes. Alice’s irritation grew to include Polly as a target. Lucy was kind and accommodating and her siblings took advantage of it. Hell, if she were being honest, Alice took advantage of it too.

Like right then.

Alice’s show had finished and she was putting her wineglass into the dishwasher when she got the call. She’d just been thinking that even with some traffic, Lucy should have been home with Quinn by now. At the first ring her mouth went dry. She remembers little. Only that her girls had been in an accident, and she needed to get to the hospital. That, and the police officer explained he had Quinn with him and was taking him to the hospital now. No, Quinn wasn’t injured. Alice doesn’t remember asking how or why he had her son, but she does remember grabbing her purse and flying out of the front door, the fuzz of the three glasses of wine shocked out of her system by adrenaline.

She doesn’t remember calling Geoff from the car to tell him or leaving a message on her mother’s phone. She doesn’t remember parking her car in the underground parking, checking in at the front desk, or how she got to the third floor, where they directed her. All she remembers is the effort it took to breathe, the effort it took not to run red lights, and the buzzing of her body that made her want to tear her skin off.

She’d found Quinn sitting in a chair in a small waiting area outside the surgery unit. His eyes were bloodshot and puffy, his skin gray and clammy. He was in shock. He said that he thought one of them was dead and Alice instinctively put a hand over his mouth and shushed him. Told him he was wrong. When he began to sob, she pulled him against her chest and told him that everything was going to be okay.

God, how she regretted that too.

Geoff arrived clutching a plastic water bottle so hard that it emitted a horrible crunching sound that raked her eardrums. He was boozy but trying hard to fight it, widening his eyes and standing with his feet far enough apart so that he didn’t sway. He kept telling Alice that he was sorry, but she wasn’t sure what for. Each time he said it, she forgave him.

It was to counter her own guilt for sending Lucy to pick up Quinn and for resenting both Quinn and Polly on Lucy’s behalf. For going to see that divorce lawyer earlier in the day. Not because she even knew that she wanted a divorce but because she didn’t know that she didn’t want one and was hoping the conversation might help her figure it out. That night at the hospital, she decided the twins’ accident was punishment for considering breaking up the family.

Alice had been to the information desk three times before a police officer and a doctor finally approached them. The officer gently asked if she and Geoff could come speak to them privately. Even though she’d been asking for answers for the last forty minutes, she wanted to say no and run full-speed toward the exit. Geoff took her hand and pulled it tight against his body. She didn’t know if it was because he sensed her desire for escape or because he was resisting his own.

They were led to a nondescript office. Once they’d all filed in, the doctor closed the door. There were chairs but nobody sat down. Instead they hovered behind them awkwardly. The police officer spoke first, and Alice remembers the scent of menthol in the small room. He had a cold. She could tell by the raspiness of his voice and the cough drop that clicked against his teeth. Clocking those details almost made her miss what he was saying.

“We’re having a hard time telling the twins apart,” he explained. Suddenly, Alice understood that was why they hadn’t come to them with any information yet.

“Lucy’s about half an inch taller,” she explained, flashing back to all the times she’d helped teachers distinguish between her daughters: name tags, different outfits, hairstyles. “And Polly’s wearing a pink miniskirt and pink Converse.”

The police officer nodded, taking notes. “And do you know who was driving?” His pen was poised to record her answer.

“Lucy would have been driving,” Alice replied, a visual of her daughter with the keys in her hand flashing through her muddled brain.

The officer nodded again and wrote some things down. “And the tattoo? Which one has a tattoo of a constellation on their right hip?”

“Neither!” Alice had barked. The confusion had sparked hope in her. They had the wrong girls. It was all just one big misunderstanding. Alice started to tremble, and the doctor suggested that they both sit. Geoff, still holding her hand, pulled her down into one of the chairs.

She didn’t dare look at him. She knew they were thinking the same thing. Polly. Polly was the more likely of the two to get a tattoo.

The doctor then explained that the twin with the constellation tattoo had been rushed into emergency surgery for bleeding on the brain. Her face was swollen and so badly banged up from the accident that it was hard to determine any features that would have helped to distinguish her from her sister. Her clothes had been cut off at the scene to gain access to her right leg, which was broken, along with some ribs, and her clothes had been misplaced by the paramedics.

The police officer explained that the twin with the tattoo had been in the passenger seat of the car and had not been wearing a seat belt. She’d been thrown from the car upon impact and hit her head. That had caused the bleeding on the brain. That’s when the doctor explained that she had undergone routine surgery to release pressure on the brain, and that though the surgery had been successful, they would need to keep her in a coma for up to a week.

Geoff took a deep shuddering breath. “Polly,” he said exhaling. “That would be Polly. We’re always reminding her about her seat belt, and she would be the one with the tattoo.” He shook his head. “Lucy would never get a tattoo.”

Alice was irritated at Geoff’s logical answer. At his ability to think clearly and his readiness to accept that their daughters had been hospitalized after a car accident.

“But then where’s Lucy?”

The police officer and the doctor exchanged a quick glance, a visual negotiation of who was going to deliver the next piece of information.

“No,” Alice spat, when the police officer cleared his throat.

He told them that there had been a head-on collision at an intersection, and that both cars had caught fire. Alice held up her hand to stop him, shaking her head furiously, but he ignored her and carried on. Explained that by the time emergency responders arrived on the scene, both drivers were deceased due to smoke inhalation and burns. Alice yanked her hand from Geoff’s and jumped to her feet. She would physically make the police officer stop talking if she had to.

Geoff caught her before she could get to him. She could feel his sobs against her back, the wet of his tears against her neck. She struggled for a while before finally collapsing inwardly, and together they slid down to the floor in a posture of anguish.

After a few minutes the doctor gently reminded them of Quinn outside in the hall and their other daughter recuperating from surgery. That got them up off the floor. When they told Quinn about Lucy, he fought against it as hard as Alice had and Geoff held him until the fight finally left him. For her part, Alice couldn’t stop thinking about Lucy’s basketball game in the morning. She’d never even missed a practice.

When Geoff and Alice were finally able to go in and see Polly, the sight of her body connected to beeping machines and dripping bags, her head and face completely covered by bandages, caused Alice to drop to her knees. She reached up to find the only part of Polly that wasn’t covered—her hand. Brought it to her lips and whispered against her cool skin: “I’m here now, Polly. I’m here now.”

For the next five days, Alice and Geoff took turns sitting at Polly’s bedside. Grieving the loss of one daughter; willing the other back to life.

Alice doesn’t talk about the way her mind keeps leading her back to that horrific night. Her family doesn’t know that when she arrives home weary and angry, it’s not from a long day of work but from a car ride of reliving the worst night of her life. She’s tried podcasts as distraction, favorite playlists, even singing out loud, but when her mind decides to go there, she has no choice but to follow.

Her family also doesn’t know that some days, Alice initiates conversations with total strangers—store clerks, people in line at coffee shops, patients waiting at doctors’ offices, lonely old men sitting by themselves at fast-food restaurants—just so that she can talk about Lucy. Not dead Lucy. Lucy as if she were still alive. Like how she’s gone off to college on a basketball scholarship but is coming home for Thanksgiving or Christmas. Sometimes she makes up funny anecdotes that her daughter has told her about college life. Or she talks about family vacations they’re going to take. Whatever comes to mind in the moment, really. The strangers pretend to be interested, but Alice knows they’re not. It doesn’t matter. Talking about her daughter as though she’s still alive makes her chest open wide so that she can take deep breaths again. It makes the ground under her feet feel level. It quiets the voices that tell her it’s all her fault, all her failure.

For those ten to twenty minutes, thirty if she’s lucky, she’s just a proud mother, not a mother who has lost a child. The comedown is rough. Her brain doesn’t like the acrobatics of the charade and makes her pay for it later, but the brief reprieve is worth it.

Today, though, Alice comes home less weary, in a better mood than usual, and not once did she seek out a stranger to lie to about her dead daughter. It was her first day back at work after moving to the new house. Driving down the tree-lined driveway to what has come to feel like her secret forest refuge, Alice feels content for the first time in a long time. The change was good. It was a risk, moving the entire family to a whole new town and landscape, but it feels like it’s starting to pay off.

Stepping through the front door, her sense of calm is quickly dispelled by the yelling. Dropping her bag in the foyer she takes a deep breath before going into the kitchen, where she finds Polly with her arms crossed and her eyes laser-focused on Quinn. Alice is assuming her daughter’s stance is due to the slur that Alice heard upon entering the room:

“—meddling, slut bitch!”

“Whoa, whoa,” Alice says, holding up one hand. “Quinn, watch yourself.”

“Oh yeah! Of course you walk in and immediately take her side,” he says, throwing his arms up. His cheeks are flushed and his eyes shine with tears. He’s still wearing his school uniform, and his knapsack sits on the floor.

“I’m not taking anybody’s side, but you’re the one calling Polly a slut,” Alice says calmly, her right temple suddenly throbbing. Gone is the sense of contentment she arrived with, replaced by the adrenaline rush of refereeing sibling conflict. “And we don’t condone name-calling in this house. Tell me what happened.”

He points at Polly, pure aggression radiating out of his tense finger. “She went up to that kid Max at the Labor Day thing down the street and told him she’d fuck him if he’d be my friend. All day I overheard kids talking about the new guy who lives in the murder house whose hot sister is gonna sleep with Max Sheffield in exchange for hanging out with him.”

Alice’s head whips in Polly’s direction. “Please tell me that’s not true.”

Polly turns her death glare from Quinn to her mother. “Are you fucking kidding me? You actually believe that? I asked the little shit to hang out with my brother and said that maybe I’d see him around if he did. I was just trying to help him make friends. It’s not my fault he’s a loser who can’t manage that on his own.” Now Polly’s eyes shine with tears. “If Lucy had done the same thing, nobody would be yelling slut at her. Would they?” The last words come out with a sob before she spins around and storms out of the kitchen to her room.

There’s no point in going after Polly until she calms down, so Alice turns her focus to Quinn. She wants to pull him in for a hug; instead, she reaches out a hand to his shoulder and squeezes. “That sounds awful, Quinn. It really does, but I think what you heard about Polly was a misunderstanding. Sounds like that boy, Max, twisted her words around. Not someone you want to befriend anyway. Right?”

Quinn shifts away so that her hand falls from his shoulder. “That’s easy for you to say. You weren’t forced to start a new school with no friends.” He bends down to get his knapsack. “And you weren’t forced to move into the murder house. You know that’s what the whole fucking town calls it, right?” He stomps out of the room and slams his bedroom door, leaving Alice alone in the kitchen, her jaw clenching so tight her fillings vibrate.

The back door opens and Geoff floats into the room, a big smile on his face. “Hey,” he says, planting a lazy kiss on her cheek. “When did you get home?”

“About five minutes ago,” she says, anger at his obliviousness burning her sternum like indigestion.

Geoff doesn’t seem to notice and glances at the clock on the wall, which reads 5:05. “Oh shit. It’s later than I thought. Totally got caught up in my writing.” He goes over to the cupboard for a wineglass. She scrutinizes him. Takes in how relaxed he looks, the lack of bags under his eyes, the satisfied grin he can’t seem to wipe from his face. She wonders if he takes long naps during the day and that’s why he’s so refreshed when she arrives home so weary. At the old house she caught him stretched out on the living-room couch with his eyes closed a few times but he claimed that he was “letting his mind wander to creative places for inspiration.”

“Did you speak to Quinn when he got home?” she asks, hoping he had to deal with the same bullshit she did.

Geoff goes to the fridge and takes out a half-empty bottle of white wine. He shakes his head. “No, I haven’t seen either of the kids since this morning. I made sure Quinn got on the bus all right. Polly asked to borrow my car to do some job-hunting, so I gave her the keys and then went to my writing studio. I’ve been there all day. Why? Everything all right?” He pours himself a glass of wine and sits down with it at the kitchen island.

“Not really,” she says, working hard to hide her annoyance that Geoff didn’t even clock the kids getting home safely. “Sounds like Quinn had a rough day. Maybe you should talk to him later.”

“Yeah, of course,” he’s quick to say.

“Any thoughts on dinner?” she asks, knowing that his answer will be salt in her wound.

“No, not really,” he says, putting a hand on the back of his neck to massage it, as though his day was so taxing he hadn’t even had time to consider dinner. “Do you?”

“I think there’s a frozen lasagna in the freezer in the basement.” She’s annoyed at herself as soon as it’s out of her mouth. Why must she always have the answer? Just once she wants to say, I have no fucking clue, Geoff. Figure it out yourself. “Why don’t you go see? I have to check in on Polly.”

He abandons his wine and slides off the stool with a sigh. “Maybe you could make your world-famous Caesar salad to go with it?”

“Sure.” Whenever Geoff wants her to prepare something specific, he calls it her world-famous… It’s pure manipulation, but she’s never called him on it—she just keeps cooking. She only has herself to blame now, as her mother would say.

She grabs Geoff’s glass of wine from the counter and takes it to Polly’s room. Knocking softly and getting only a grunt in response she opens the door. She’s relieved, and a little disturbed, to see her daughter lounging on her bed, unbothered, scrolling through her phone. No sign of tears or emotional trauma at all.

“You okay?” Alice asks, perching on the edge of the bed.

“Yeah,” Polly answers, her tone implying that Alice has just asked an incredibly stupid question. “I’m just never doing that again.”

“Doing what?” Alice runs her thumb through the condensation on her glass so that it drips onto her creased linen pants.

“Trying to help that little shit make friends.”

“Please don’t call him a little shit, Polly.” Alice takes a sip of the wine. “I appreciate you trying to help in the first place, but as you may remember, making friends in high school is a complicated affair. He’ll have to figure it out on his own.” Alice is pretty sure that Polly has never had a hard time making friends, but she hopes she can at least empathize.

“Yeah, well, good luck to him.”

Alice decides to ignore that and move on to more important things. “Did Quinn find out about the—” She pauses, searching for the right word.

“The what?” Polly asks, scowling.

“The history of the house,” she snaps back. “The murders.”

“Oh yeah. He knows. Everyone in town does apparently, and they call it the ‘murder house.’ ” Polly uses air quotes and her lips curl up in a snide grin. “I honestly don’t know how you thought people wouldn’t know about it.”

Alice takes a gulp of wine. “Well, I’ve never moved into a murder house before, Polly. I wasn’t sure exactly how it worked. I guess it’s just another way I’ve let the family down.” She moves to stand up, but Polly grabs her hand and pulls her back down.

“Stop with the martyr complex, would you?” she says, laughing. In typical Polly fashion, her wrath has turned to softness so fast it gives Alice whiplash. “I’m sure the longer we live here the more that reputation will fade,” she says reassuringly. “And anyway, I’m not sure it even matters. Most people seem like, totally fascinated by it. Quinn’s just overreacting because, well, he’s Quinn.”

Alice is too grateful for Polly’s kind words to scold her for criticizing her brother. She gives her daughter’s hand a pat. “Thanks for that.”

In the kitchen she finds Geoff sitting at the island, scrolling through his phone with a new glass of wine, fuller than the last. He’s got the lasagna in the oven. She checks the fridge for lettuce and of course there isn’t any.

“If you want my world-famous Caesar salad, then you’d better go to the store for some romaine,” Alice says, closing the fridge. Geoff looks at the glass of wine in his hand. “That’s your first, right?” He gives a slight nod that isn’t as committed as she’d hoped. “So, then you’re good to drive?”

“I’m fine,” he says, pushing the glass of wine away.

“Good. Take Quinn with you so you guys can talk.” She leaves the room before he can find excuses.

Out of her work clothes and in a pair of sweatpants and a sweatshirt, she pads back to the kitchen and tops up her wine. Panda’s sitting by the back door patiently waiting for someone to let her out, which means Quinn must have gone with his dad to get the lettuce. She opens the door for her and decides to bring her mother some mail that came for her today.

Panda skirts around the edge of the yard sniffing, and Alice knocks on the cabin door. Standing there, she realizes she hasn’t checked in with her mother much since they moved. An uncomfortable wave of guilt washes over her.

“Entrer!” her mother calls out.

Alice finds her sitting on the couch in the living room with a book on her lap, a Van Morrison record playing softly, and a martini on the table in front of her. Her three rescue cats are gathered around her—the deaf black cat pressed right up against her hip; the ancient calico curled at her feet, blind in one eye; and the gray one perched on the arm of the couch looking like he’s sleeping sitting up. Her mother has been married three times and now jokes she’s finally learned that cats are better companions.

And it’s a good thing, because the cabin isn’t big enough for two people. One large room at the front has a kitchenette, enough space to hold a small dining table, and a living-room area big enough for a couch and an armchair. Off the main room is one bedroom with an en suite. And that’s it. Alice glances around, amazed at how lived-in the place looks. Colorful art, mostly her mother’s own pieces, clutters the walls; dishes are stacked neatly on the open kitchen shelves; books fill the bookshelves; and a multicolored braided area rug ties everything together. In the midst of it all, her mother relaxes, looking immaculate in a hot-pink silk kimono, lipstick to match, and a long braid down her back.

“The place looks great, Mom,” Alice says, sitting down in the armchair across from her.

“I’ve done what I can with what little space there is,” her mother answers, leaning forward slowly for her martini, trying not to disturb the cats.

It doesn’t matter that she has provided an entirely separate living space, rent-free, for her mother, and that Beverley is invited to join them every night for dinner or pop in whenever she wants company; no, Alice will forever be reminded of and punished for the size of the place.

“Well, you’ve made a very cozy home for yourself,” Alice says, ignoring the comment.

“I always have been good with interiors. Remember that house we had on Chestnut Drive? With the peacock-colored walls in the living room?”

“I remember the house, but I don’t remember the walls.”

Her mother tsks. “How do you not remember? It was very French salon with my beautiful paintings. I got so many compliments on my bold color choice.” She waves a hand at the space around her. “I wouldn’t do something like that in here, though. It would just make it feel like a tiny cave.” Her mother takes another sip of her martini, then gives Alice a once-over. “So, did you come for any particular reason or just to escape your husband?” She chuckles at her own joke, oblivious to how close to the nerve she is.

“I came to…” Alice’s brain goes blank. She knows there was a reason for coming out here, but for the life of her she can’t think of what it was. She gives her head a shake as though she might jar it back into working order.

Her mother points at Alice’s hand. “Is that mail for me, perhaps?”

Alice huffs. “My God! I feel so stupid. I was holding it the whole time.” She passes the mail to her mother. “I guess that’s the menopausal brain fog that I keep hearing about. Or is it perimenopausal women who have that?”

Alice’s mother shakes her head. “I wouldn’t know. I had a full hysterectomy after you were born. They gave me medication, and I barely felt a thing. Not even a hot flash.”

“You had a hysterectomy?” Alice repeats in disbelief. “Why have I never heard this before?”

Her mother shrugs. “You never asked. I had it right after I gave birth to you. I knew then that I didn’t want any more children. I thought, might as well take care of it while I was there.”

“Did Dad know?”

Alice’s mother thinks about it for a few seconds. “To be honest, I’m not sure.”

Alice has a vague recollection of her dad telling her they hoped to give her a little brother. “I’m pretty sure he didn’t know, Mom.” Alice is unable to keep the bite out of her voice. Her dad died when she was sixteen. Her mom remarried soon after.

Alice’s mother shrugs. “My body, my decision. Isn’t that what women say these days?”

Alice wants to tell her mother she’s selfish and that it’s abhorrent to appropriate a feminist slogan to justify betraying her father and gaslighting her daughter. She doesn’t. Her instinct is always to try to keep things civil. So she keeps her mouth shut and wonders at the strange sense of gratitude she feels that she even made it into the world.

“I remember my own mother going through it,” Beverley says with an exaggerated cringe.

“Going through what?”

“Menopause,” her mother answers, as though they’d been talking only about that all along. “One night she broke every dish in the house because my father came home smelling like perfume. Turned out it wasn’t perfume at all but hand soap from the dentist’s office.” She nods in Alice’s direction. “Let’s hope you don’t take after her.”

Alice decides the visit has gone on long enough. She stands. “Well, that’s enough chitchat for now. Dinner will be ready in about an hour. I’ll call over.”

“Are you sure you’ll remember, or will I end up going hungry?” Her mother winks and smiles. Alice frowns in response. “I was only joking, dear. If you can’t laugh at the trials and tribulations of being a woman, then what can you do?” She doesn’t wait for an answer before going back to her book.

As Alice leaves the cabin she notices a collage of framed photos on the wall by the door. They all feature her mother looking gorgeous in some exotic locale on the arm of one of her husbands. Not one photo contains Alice, or her grandchildren.

Fucking Boomers, Alice thinks as she shuts the door behind her. Across the lawn, she hears Panda growling at the path to the woods.



Beverley

She pushes her plate to the side, leaving the lasagna practically untouched. At least the salad and garlic bread were edible. What’s wrong with this family? she thinks. Does no one want to take the time to cook a proper meal? When Alice was young, Beverley painted full-time and still made sure a healthy, home-cooked meal was on the table every weeknight at 6 p.m. Did she always want to do it? No, but she did. That’s just the way things were done back then. Maybe if people spent less time on their phones and computers and tablets, they’d have time for the important things—like making a proper dinner.

“So, am I to understand that the whole family now knows about the previous, murderous occupant of the house?” Beverley asks.

Quinn has just finished telling the table about his horrific first day of school. Kids pointing and whispering. Somebody using a Sharpie to draw a knife dripping blood on his locker. How, when he got on the bus at the end of the day, no kid would make room for him on any of the seats, so he ended up storming off and walking home. It took him almost two hours because his phone died halfway, and he got lost.

“Yes, Mother,” Alice snaps. “The whole family is aware of the history of the house.” She gets up and starts to clear plates away. “But as Polly said earlier, the longer we live here the less people will associate the house with the previous owners and the more they’ll think of us. We just have to get out there in the community, make ourselves known. Make friends.”

“Shall we throw a party?” Beverley suggests. “Everyone loves a good party.” She’s surprised to see Alice pause for a second and actually consider the idea. Her daughter usually shoots down her suggestions.

“You know,” Geoff says, “that’s not a bad idea. We’ll get to know the neighbors a bit better. They can see that a house is just a house, and not the things that happened in it.” He balls up his napkin and tosses it onto his plate. “I quite enjoyed the people we met at the barbecue on the weekend.” Beverley catches Quinn and Polly exchange a look that clearly says they felt otherwise.

“Any artists in the crowd?”

“Highly unlikely,” Quinn answers. “I’m thinking it’s mostly finance guys, doctors, or lawyers, and wives who go golfing or to the spa.”

“Sounds abhorrent,” Beverley says.

“You stayed for all of ten minutes, Quinn,” Alice says.

“That’s all it took to know I didn’t want to be there, and I certainly don’t want any of them here.” Quinn shoves his chair back so hard it squeaks across the hardwood, grabs his plate from the table, and chucks it in the sink before leaving the room.

“He’ll come round,” Geoff says.

“So, we’re actually going to do this, then?” Alice asks. “Host a party for strangers in an effort to dispel the murder-house reputation?”

Polly gets up from the table and collects her dishes. “I don’t care either way, but I can’t promise I won’t punch Max in the face for saying I’d fuck him if he was friends with Quinn.” She dumps her dishes in the sink and heads out of the kitchen.

Beverley looks to Alice, hoping she’ll call both children back, scold them for their language, and demand that they clean up the dinner dishes. Instead, she sighs and pulls on a pair of rubber gloves to rinse the dishes herself.

“I don’t know what all that nonsense is about. But what I do know is that I’d be washing that girl’s mouth out with a bar of Ivory, and I’d be hauling them both back in the kitchen by their hair to clean up.”

Alice aggressively shoves dirty dishes into the dishwasher and ignores her mother.

“It’s not the fifties, Beverley,” Geoff says smugly.

“Thank you, Geoff, for clearing that up for me.” She brings her own plate to the sink and leaves it for Alice to take care of. “I’d do the party sooner rather than later, for Quinn’s sake,” she says, heading for the door. “And I’m happy to help. I can man the martini station.”

“Of course you can,” Alice says with a little laugh. The kind that she thinks sounds innocent, but Beverley knows the underlying meaning: My mother is a hopeless lush.

“Or I can just stay out of your way completely,” Beverley says, holding up both hands in surrender.

“Why don’t we hash out the details later, Beverley,” Geoff says. “It’s been a long day.”

“A long day for Alice, who actually has a job. Thank you both for a lovely dinner.” She lets the back door slam behind her. She’s certain that her daughter and Geoff are sharing an eye-roll about her at that very moment. She knows because she and her husband used to do the same whenever her mother-in-law left the room. Ah, the unfounded confidence of the young.

The sun is just starting to set as Beverley makes her way back to her cabin. Everything on the lawn is bathed in warm light, contrasting sharply with the shadows of the surrounding woods. She pauses at the door to the cabin to enjoy a few more minutes of the golden hour, wishing she could capture it in a painting, when, across the lawn, movement in the woods catches her eye.

“Hello,” she calls out, but gets only silence and stillness in response. Turning to go in, she finds Soot, her black cat, sitting on the ledge of the partially-open window, staring with unwavering intensity at exactly the spot in the woods where Beverley thought she saw something move. Soot’s ears flatten to his head and he lets out a low growl, making the hair on the back of Beverley’s neck stand up. She glances back out into the woods and wonders, Have all the pets gone crazy or are they trying to tell us something? She has the unmistakable feeling of being watched. She’s had it ever since they got here, but she’s never lived so close to a forest before, and she thinks maybe that’s just how it feels.



Polly

She waits until it’s dark before slipping out of her window. She realized on the first day in the new house that she could pop the screen off and step sideways through the tall, narrow opening without anyone realizing. Her room is on the far side of the house, so it’s unlikely she’ll be spotted out there. There’s also only about six feet of lawn and then the woods start, so she can find cover if she needs to.

She’s pretty sure everybody’s in bed, so there’s no need to hide amongst the trees. She sits down on a tree stump that she rolled up against the house a few days ago. Cupping one hand over the other, she lights the joint and inhales deeply. She’s been waiting for this moment since that horrible family dinner. Hearing about Quinn’s first day made her feel like she messed everything up for him. Then her nana goes and suggests having a party, which is the worst idea ever. Nobody’s going to come to a party at the murder house except to indulge their morbid fascination.

People can be so stupid. It’s her sister’s voice in her head again. She used to say that all the time when people mixed them up.

“They sure can,” Polly replies. She’s taken to responding out loud when no one’s around. Other than feeling slightly crazy, she enjoys the sensation that she’s actually having a conversation with her sister.

“You know, talking to yourself is one of the first signs of insanity.” Polly looks up at the sound of the voice and sees a dark figure at the edge of the woods lean forward and wave.

Polly shoots up off the tree stump. “What the fuck? Quinn?”

“Who’s Quinn?” The figure steps out of the trees and into the light coming from Polly’s bedroom. It’s a boy who looks to be around her age—tall, slim, with a swoop of dark hair that’s so big it accentuates the angles of his thin face. He’s wearing a black hoodie and has his hands shoved deep into the pockets of his black jeans, which bunch at the top of his black Converse.

“I’m sorry,” he says, bowing his head slightly. “I stood here for a while trying to figure out how to approach you without seeming like a serial killer, but I couldn’t come up with anything.” He pulls a hand free from his pocket and holds it up like he’s swearing on a Bible. Polly takes in the size of it, and the length of his fingers, and realizes he could easily palm her entire scalp. “I’m from around here.”

Polly’s heart is still racing. Half of her wants to tell him to fuck off, and the other half is intrigued. “That’s great and all that you’re from ‘around here.’ ” She air quotes his words. “But it doesn’t explain why you’re hanging out in the woods on my property. Right outside my bedroom window.”

He laughs self-consciously and, despite herself, Polly likes his smile. “This is where I sneak off to smoke.” He puts a hand in his back pocket and pulls out a perfectly rolled joint. “Or at least I did, until your family moved in, which I’m only learning about right now. I’ve been away.”

“Didn’t you get the neighborhood bulletin? ‘New Family Moves into the Murder House.’ ”

“No, I did not get the memo.” He shakes his head and laughs again. “The murder house? My God, people can be so stupid.”

“That’s exactly what my—” Polly stops. She doesn’t want to talk about her twin right now or explain that her dead sister told her that exact thing right before he got there. “Anyway, you’re not scared, then, to come to the murder house?”

He pulls a lighter from his pocket, sparks up his joint, then brings it to his lips. Lifting his chin, he exhales up into the night sky. Graceful is the word that comes to Polly’s mind as she watches him.

He holds the joint out to her. Even though she is taken with him, she shakes her head. “No, thanks. I make it a general rule not to take drugs from strangers.” She scans the ground for the joint she must have dropped when he startled her. It sits on the grass only a few feet away. She picks it up and brushes it off.

He holds his lighter out to her. “I’m Gray, short for Grayson,” he says.

She takes the lighter from him. “Polly.”

“So there,” he says. “We’re no longer strangers. You can take drugs from me whenever I offer.”

She laughs, sputtering smoke before it’s had time to fill her lungs. “You don’t seem like the other kids in this neighborhood.”

He blows a plume of smoke up at the sky again. “The other kids in this neighborhood are lame. And stuck-up. As are most of the parents.”

“I know.”

“Which is why I sneak off to the woods to smoke by myself.” He takes another long drag.

“You didn’t answer my question earlier,” Polly says. “You’re not scared of the murder house?”

He shrugs. “Weirdly, I’ve never thought about it. I guess it is pretty creepy though.” He pretends to shiver.

“Thanks for the validation.”

“No, but seriously, I always liked this house, murders aside.” He shrugs again. “Maybe the fact that you’re surrounded by woods? I’m a sucker for a good forest. And I like it even more now that a girl named Polly climbs out of her bedroom window to smoke in the trees.”

An unexpected and uncharacteristic heat rises in her cheeks. She can’t remember the last time a boy made her blush—if ever. “I’ll be honest,” she says with a playful smirk, “I’m still undecided on how I feel about a boy named Gray lurking outside my window and scaring the shit out of me.”

“Fair enough,” he says. “I’m pretty sure I’ll turn that around eventually.”

She’s only known him for five minutes, but she’s pretty sure he will too.

He sucks his joint down to the nub and drops it on the ground to crush under his sneaker. He bows to Polly. “Again, I apologize for scaring you.”

She bows back. “Apology accepted.”

“Shall we make this a recurring thing, then? That way I won’t appear unexpectedly and scare the shit out of you?”

Even with the numbing effect of the weed, Polly feels the butterflies in her stomach. “Sure, why not,” she says, offering a casual shrug.

“All right then, same time, same place.” Without looking away, he backs into the trees. “It was a sheer delight to make your acquaintance, Miss Polly of the Murder House.”

“Likewise, Mr. Gray of the Serial Killers.” By the time she gets the last word out he’s been swallowed up by the shadows of the woods. She hears him laugh and then the sound of his footsteps breaking branches and crunching leaves. Polly climbs back through her bedroom window and starts to get ready for bed, the whole time replaying her odd encounter.

Not quite ready for sleep, she decides to listen to the podcast Quinn told her about and enjoy the warm buzz from the joint. She’s only on the second episode and isn’t sure how far she’ll get with it. Part of her wants to know what happened here, but another part really doesn’t. She slides under her covers and presses Play anyway.


Cleo: We are back, talking about the Justine Gordon case. I find this case particularly puzzling, because from all outward appearances, Justine had the perfect life. Her husband, John, was an investment banker, and she was a history professor. They had two teenage sons, well liked, well adjusted, who succeeded in school and sports. So, then what drove Justine to kill them? What was going on beneath that façade of perfection? Those are the questions we put to Justine’s lifelong friend Michelle, who was kind enough to grant us an interview. To protect her privacy, we are withholding her last name, and we’ve altered her voice.

Cleo: Welcome to the show, Michelle, thanks so much for being here. We know this can’t be an easy thing to talk about.

Michelle: You’re welcome.

Cleo: Let’s get right to it, then. Michelle, how well did you know Justine Gordon? Can you give us a bit of your history with her?

Michelle: I knew her very well, or at least I thought I did. [long sigh] We were college roommates in the nineties and became good friends while we lived together. We stayed close even after college. She was the maid of honor at my wedding, and I was hers. Yeah, we were super close. Right up until—well, you know.

Cleo: Were in you contact with Justine around the time of the killings?

Michelle: Intermittently. While she was teaching abroad we emailed regularly. We kind of lost touch a bit when she came back from Scotland and moved her family into their new house.

Cleo: The house where the murders happened?

Michelle: Yeah. That one. We used to talk over Zoom once a week when she was in Scotland. Then when she first moved back, we went for dinner a few times. After that, though, she just kinda checked out. She’d respond to my texts but only to say she was too busy to talk or see me. She kept saying that she had a lot going on.

Cleo: What did you think was going on with her? Were you worried?

Michelle: She told me what was going on. She’d learned about her husband’s affair. He said it was over but it killed the trust and made her feel really bad about herself. She also broke down to me at dinner one time saying she was really struggling with menopause. Brain fog, irritability, weight gain, that kind of thing. So, I knew she was having a rough time. Also that she was choosing to focus on rebuilding her marriage and spending more time with her family. I thought that after she got through it, one way or another, we’d see each other again and things would go back to normal. I never doubted that our friendship would survive that rough patch.

Cleo: When Justine talked to you about the affair, did she express anger or resentment for what her husband had done?

Michelle: She was more hurt than angry, and very sad. She said she thought they could work through it. I think she blamed herself when she should have been blaming him. Anyway, she talked about it as if it was a wake-up call or something like that. She saw an opportunity for a fresh start.

Cleo: Did Justine ever talk to you about the new house? Whether she was happy there or if anything was strange about it?

Michelle: The last time we had dinner together was only a couple of months after they’d moved. She seemed pretty happy about moving there. She said she loved the peace and quiet and was really pleased with their renovations. [short pause] There was one thing though. She said that the woods around the house were beautiful, but they gave her the creeps. She felt like something was always watching her. We laughed about it. I called her a scaredy-cat. That was the last time I saw her in person. The next time was on the news.

Cleo: Have you had any contact with Justine since the murders?

Michelle: No.

Cleo: Tell us, Michelle, was there ever anything about Justine that led you to believe that she could do something like this?

Michelle: Absolutely not. I still can’t believe it really happened. Justine wouldn’t even kill a spider back when we lived together in college. She’d literally pick up the spider and put it outside rather than kill it. She was never violent or aggressive. Smart, high-strung, a little anxious sometimes. None of it makes any sense. Not her confession or her delusions. When I heard that she confessed, I’ve never been so shocked in my life.



Polly stops the podcast. She knows exactly what Justine Gordon was talking about: that feeling that someone is watching from the woods. She has that feeling, too, every time she’s outside. She doesn’t like having so much in common with a murderer.

Too close to home? Her sister’s voice pops into her head.

“Way too close to home,” Polly whispers into the dark room. Then she taps on Instagram, hoping to get the woods, and the podcast, out of her head.
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WEDNESDAY, SEPTEMBER 6, 2023


Geoff

A thud against the door wakes him. Or at least he thinks it did. There’s only silence now, so maybe he dreamt it? A thick block of pain pulses behind his eyes and his stomach churns ever so slightly. Something stinks. Ah, the magical effects of drinking both wine and bourbon. He sees the gray light of dawn outside his writing-studio window; that means he spent the night on his couch and Alice is going to be pissed. He saw her watching his wine intake at dinner. He noticed the raised eyebrow when he said he wanted to do some more writing, so he’d promised he’d be back in the house before bed.

Instead he poured himself a double bourbon and scrolled through porn websites until he found something he liked. He’s discerning when it comes to his pornography; all female participants must clearly be older than his daughter and he wants to see pubic hair, minimal tattoos, real boobs, and a believable storyline. The requirements of an old man. He knows it. He just can’t get into it otherwise.

He doesn’t necessarily have a penchant for porn. He just needs to come now and again. He and Alice haven’t had sex since before Lucy died, over a year and a half now. Even when life was good, they’d gotten complacent about sex, letting weeks, sometimes months, go by. Then they’d go to a party, have a few drinks, and end up in bed, breaking the dry spell. Geoff would have liked some more frequency but he knew couples who’d stopped having sex altogether after kids arrived, so who was he to complain?

When Lucy died, they had been in a dry spell, one that persisted through the grief and the effort of trying to make it through each day. It’s been so long now that Geoff has no idea how to even broach the topic. Will Alice think he’s insensitive for wanting it? He has no idea. That’s why, like so many things in their lives, he’s leaving it up to her. In the meantime, he’ll sneak away and jerk off.

Hence, a double bourbon, a video that fit the bill, and a quick release. Then another bourbon to wash away his shame and boat-fail videos until he passed out on the couch.

Something smells bad, like skunk. He sits up slowly, feeling fragile all over, and picks up his phone. Before tapping on it he catches his reflection in its surface, hair a wild mess, eyes puffy and bloodshot, a sheen of sweat on his face. The epitome of a fifty-two-year-old drunk pervert.

It’s 5:05 a.m. Thinking he might sneak inside for a coffee and a shower in the kids’ bathroom so that he can at least try to appear fresh when Alice wakes up, he pushes himself off the couch. The skunk smell grows as he reaches the door. Pulling it open, the smell slaps him like an ungloved hand. His eyes water and sour bile rises up his throat.

Coughing, he stumbles back when he realizes the damn thing is right there on the bottom step. He sees mostly red, like it’s been skinned. Only a hint of black-and-white fur is visible. Gingerly, he steps over it and onto the lawn, a hand across his mouth and nose to stifle his gag reflex. Obviously he can’t leave it here; the dog might get at it and the kids will see it. He heads to the garden shed at the side of the house for the shovel. The heavy dew on the lawn coats his bare feet in his Birkenstocks and soaks the hem of his jeans, which makes the whole experience even worse. Shovel in hand, he goes back to his studio. The birds are up and chirping loudly now, a symphony of early-morning zest and cheerfulness that penetrates his eggshell-soft skull like a power drill.

He eases the shovel under the limp body of the skunk and lifts it off the step. That’s when he notices. The sides of the skunk’s gut are two flaps that have fallen open, revealing the internal cavity. The guts are gone.

“What the fuck,” he whispers.

Geoff looks around the yard and into the trees. He gets the unsettling sense that something is looking right back at him. Still tightly gripping the handle of the shovel, he forces himself toward the woods. He wants this to be over. Flicking the disemboweled carcass off the shovel and into a bed of leaves, he doesn’t even make it out of the trees before he feels a sour belch rising and a torrent of vomit pours from him. Bending down, he paints the forest floor with last night’s dinner, his double bourbons, and his shame.



Quinn

He has a gaming hangover. His thumbs ache, his eyes burn, and he’s exhausted. He stayed up until 3:30 a.m. playing Fortnite with his friends from the city, and then some random people he met online. “A bunch of predators,” his mom calls them. It was the only way to keep his mind off his shitty first day of school and the fact that he has to go back today and every day for the rest of the school year. He doesn’t know who he hates more right now, his mom or Max Sheffield.

His alarm goes off. He’s already hit Snooze three times, and he’s rolling over to hit it again when he hears Polly call out. She sounds scared. He throws off his covers and races to her room, arriving just behind his mom, who gets there first. Polly’s standing near the window in her pajamas, her arms crossed tightly, like she’s protecting herself from something.

“I was opening my curtains, and a bird smashed into my window. I looked down to see if it was okay, but it has no head.” Her voice rises to a screech with the last part. “Look at it,” she demands.

They both go over to the window and, sure enough, lying in the grass only a few feet away is a small black bird, its wings splayed open as though in midflight, its legs sticking straight up, a bloody stump where the head should be. Quinn looks at the grass around the bird, searching for the head. Can birds fly so hard into windows that they decapitate themselves?

“I don’t see its head anywhere,” his mom says, both hands on the window as she, too, scans the area. “Was it decapitated while flying? Is that even possible?”

“What are you guys looking at?” his dad asks, arriving last to the scene, as usual.

“A headless bird that flew into Polly’s window,” Quinn answers. “But we can’t see the head. So, it’s like it flew into the window already decapitated. Like something threw it at the window.”

His dad’s eyes go wide for a second and he opens his mouth as if to say something, but then looks over at his mom, closes it, and shakes his head. Quinn can’t tell if he’s shaking it at himself or about the headless bird. Either way, the guy does not look good. He’s showered and dressed for the day, but he has puffy bags under his bloodshot eyes.

“It’s so weird,” his mom says, still staring out the window. “Quinn might be right. It’s more likely that someone or something threw it at the window.”

“But why?” Polly whines.

“I’ll go get rid of it,” his dad offers, which surprises Quinn. Normally his mom says that kind of thing and then his dad steps in and says he’ll do it.

His mom turns away from the window and claps her hands. “No time to solve it now. I have to get to work and, Quinn, you need to get to school.” Only then does she notice that he’s standing there, not in his uniform but in his pajamas. “What the hell, Quinn? You’re not even dressed. You’re going to miss the bus.”

“I’ll drive him,” Polly offers, and Quinn feels an unusual gratitude for her. “If I can use Dad’s car, that is,” she adds.

His mom looks at his dad. “Geoff, you don’t have anything important to do this morning, do you?”

Quinn notices the tightening of his dad’s jaw that usually comes before a fight with his mom, but this time his dad only sighs and says, “The car’s all yours, Polly.” He turns and leaves the room.

“Well, Quinn, looks like you’ve been saved by your sister. Try not to be any later than necessary. It’s only your second day, after all. I’ll make your lunch to speed things up.” She puts a hand on his shoulder. “I hope today is better than yesterday. I really do.” Before he can shift away from her touch and tell her that the only reason she has to hope he has a good day is because she moved them to this shitty house, she takes her hand away and leaves the room, robbing him of the opportunity.

“Thanks,” he says to Polly, who feels like his only ally at the moment.

She shrugs. “No problem. I want Starbucks anyway. Give me fifteen and I’ll be ready.”

Back in his room he catches sight of his dad through his bedroom window, standing over the dead bird, hands on his hips, looking into the woods, then back down at the bird, then back into the woods. His nana appears around the side of the house, already dressed in one of her weird, colorful outfits, makeup on, hair done. Her arrival startles his dad, making Quinn think he must be pretty unnerved by the headless bird.

Quinn’s window is shut, so he can’t hear anything, but he watches his nana say something to his dad, then point in the direction of the pool. She makes a face of disgust and shivers dramatically. His dad looks shocked by whatever she told him and then gestures to the bird at his feet. His nana makes another face of disgust, then clutches at her necklace and shakes her head before they both walk back around the house together.

He quickly gets dressed and goes out to the kitchen, where his mother is making him a sandwich for his lunch. “Turkey okay?” she asks.

“Yeah, sure,” he answers. He heads toward the back door to see what his nana was on about to his dad, but she steps through it and blocks the doorway.

“There’s a dead raccoon in the pool,” she says matter-of-factly, forgoing a morning greeting to get right to the point. “It’s bled out pretty bad, so the pool will have to be cleaned.”

Quinn moves to the kitchen window. He can just barely make out a dark lump floating on the surface of the pool. His dad passes by with the pool net and Quinn watches as he dips it in, skims it across the surface of the water, and scoops up the raccoon. He strains to lift the waterlogged carcass out of the water and onto the flagstone around the pool.

“Are you kidding?” his mother says. “That’s the second dead animal this morning.”

“Would I kid about something like that?” his nana snaps back. “And it’s actually the third. Geoff told me he found a dead skunk by his writing studio. A skinned and disemboweled one, at that.”

His mom drops the knife she’s using, abandoning the sandwich to go out the back door. Quinn follows right behind. They both arrive next to his dad, who’s standing there looking down at the dead raccoon. His mom gasps and Quinn leans in for a better look. The raccoon’s face is missing. Or, more specifically, its eyes, nose, and mouth have been carved out, leaving only cavernous holes. The body has liquid seeping out of every orifice—blood and pool water creating a pink puddle all around the animal on the gray stones.

“Jesus Christ,” his mom says under her breath. “What on earth could have done that?”

His dad slowly shakes his head. “No idea.”

His mom grabs hold of his dad’s arm and gives him a little shake, as though she’s trying to wake him up. “Mom said you found a disemboweled skunk by your writing studio? Why didn’t you say something in Polly’s room?”

He looks up from the raccoon and Quinn sees a sadness in his eyes that makes his stomach hurt. “I thought it was just a weird coincidence.” He looks back down at the dead animal at his feet. “Until Beverley told me about the raccoon.”

As though saying her name summons her, his nana steps out the back door. Panda escapes along with her and runs over to sniff the dead raccoon. His mom aggressively shoos her away.

“Aren’t you going to bury it?” his nana asks impatiently. “Leave it there much longer and it will attract vermin and God knows what else.”

Panda barks from the other side of the lawn and then starts pawing at something in the grass. Skirting in circles around whatever she’s found, pawing, barking, sniffing. Quinn leaves his mom and dad to see what his dog is going on about. Only a few feet away he hears his mom ask his dad, “Do you think a person did this? Because of. Well, you know. The history of the place?”

“I doubt it,” his dad says flatly.

With Quinn’s approach, Panda grows even more excited, practically spinning in circles around whatever she’s got. “Fuck.” The word shoots out of him as soon as he sees it. A ball of brownish-gray fur, not moving, the grass around it darkened with blood. “Another one!” he calls out, and his parents both come running.

It’s hard to tell what the thing is, so his dad goes and gets a stick to turn it over. His nana gets in there too, leaning over to study the furry lump in the grass. His dad pokes it a few times before he’s able to get it on its back and see the face of the thing. A rabbit, front and hind paws missing, along with the ears.

“Okay, Geoff,” his mother says, sounding frantic. “That’s four. Four dead animals on our lawn in one morning.” She turns in circles looking at the woods. “I mean, is that normal when you live in the woods?”

His dad puts a hand on his mom’s shoulder and starts to lead her back toward the house. Quinn and his nana automatically follow.

“Some animal went on a hunting spree last night,” his dad says. “We’ll just keep an eye on Panda when we let her out for the next little while.” He rubs her back, which makes Quinn feel better too. “If it happens again, we’ll get in touch with Animal Control.”

“Okay,” his mom says, sounding skeptical, her eyes still darting all over the place, as though something is about to charge out of the woods at them.

“I’ll clean it all up,” his dad adds as they skirt around the pool to avoid the raccoon. “You need to get to work.”

“Shit. I’m so late.” His mom moves faster toward the back door. “And you’re really late, Quinn. I’ll write you a note, but you’ll have to finish making your own lunch.”

Polly opens the back door just as his mom is about to go through it. “Why’s everyone out here?” she asks, looking past their mom to the yard. “What the hell is that?” she says, and he hears his nana huff loudly behind him.

His mom moves her to the side to squeeze through the door. “Your brother will explain on the way to school.”

“Geoff,” his nana calls out as she heads toward her cabin. “Let me know when everything is cleaned up. I’d like to sit by the pool and read. It’s supposed to be hot today. A true Indian summer.”

Quinn’s dad lifts a hand and gives her a thumbs-up as he retrieves a shovel that’s leaning against the side of his writing studio.

“You can’t call it that anymore, Nana,” Polly calls out, still standing in the back door. “It’s not politically correct.”

His nana turns back. “And when, my dear, have I ever cared about being politically correct?” She swoops her hand up in the air dramatically and laughs before disappearing into her cabin. Polly rolls her eyes and slams the back door.

His dad looks over at Quinn and shakes his head. “What a piece of work.”



Alice

She hasn’t stopped thinking about those dead animals all day. In between meetings she googled every variation she could think of to try to identify an animal that systematically dismembers other animals. Her only search result: ritualistic sacrifices by human beings. The whole thing makes her wonder if she made the wrong decision, moving her family to a house in the woods.

She texted Geoff twice, suggesting that he get in touch with Animal Control now, rather than waiting for it to happen again. He gave a thumbs-up emoji the first time and didn’t respond the second. So, on her way home from work she bought a trail cam. The kind that connects to your phone if it’s in the vicinity of Wi-Fi. She needs to know what’s out there.

She thought installing it would be easy, but the ladder keeps slipping across the tree bark and she can’t reach far enough to get the straps of it all the way around the trunk. Her arms have scratches all over them and her T-shirt and leggings are now filthy and drenched with sweat.

“Why don’t you put it on a smaller tree?” She didn’t notice Quinn arrive, and it startles her. Losing her grip on the tree, the ladder starts sliding to one side and she has to leap off so she doesn’t go down with it. She lands hard on her butt in the dirt, pain already settling into her tailbone, but she holds up the camera triumphantly in one hand.

“Sorry,” Quinn says. “I didn’t mean to scare you.” He holds out a hand to help her up.

She gratefully takes it. “It’s okay.”

“Why didn’t you ask Dad for help?” He glances toward Geoff’s writing studio.

“He was asleep in there when I got home.” Her answer causes a flash of worry to cross Quinn’s face. Alice knows it’s because he’s afraid that his dad napping in the day will be a strike against him. That it might cause a fight later tonight. It makes her feel like shit. She forgets sometimes how much her kids notice about the dynamic between her and Geoff. How highly tuned their radar is for discord between their parents.

“I thought I’d let him sleep. He’s probably exhausted after cleaning up all those dead animals.” Alice doesn’t think that at all, but she wants to dispel Quinn’s worry. She knows that Geoff is exhausted because he drank too much last night and slept on the couch in his writing studio. That’s the strike against him and it will probably come up at some point, but she’ll make sure Quinn’s not around for it.

“I can hold the ladder if you want.” His offer surprises Alice. She’d expected the miserable-tyrant version of her son to come home from another day at school. “I think you should try that tree though. It’s not as wide but just as close to the tree line so it should pick up the Wi-Fi.”

“You’re so smart,” she says, patting him on the back. They pick up the ladder together and reposition it. Then she climbs up. “How was school today?” she asks, once she’s at a safe distance.

“Pretty good,” he answers, and the tightness in her chest eases. “I made a friend. We were lab partners in science and then he was on the same bus, so we sat together.”

“That’s amazing,” Alice says, then reminds herself to temper the enthusiasm. It could scare him away if she’s not careful. “What’s his name?”

“Jason. He lives up the street.”

Alice has no trouble at all wrapping the strap around this tree to secure the camera. Back down on the ground she squeezes Quinn’s arm, even though what she wants to do is pull him in for a hug. “That’s great, sweetie. I’m really happy for you. I knew you’d make friends here.”

“Yeah, thanks,” he says, shifting his arm away to pull the ladder off the tree. “I might go hang out with him tonight if that’s okay?”

She wants to ask if he has any homework, but she presses her lips together to keep the words in. Reminding herself that his adjustment to the move is more important than grades right now. “Of course you can hang out with him,” she says.

“What are you guys doing?” Polly asks on her way across the lawn, a half-eaten apple in her hand.

“We set up a trail cam to catch the predator,” Quinn answers.

“Just one I hope,” Polly replies. “This place better not start to feel like a prison.” Alice notices Polly eyeing the camera, then looking toward the side of the house that her bedroom is on, then back again.

“Why? Do you have things to hide?” Alice asks, half-joking, half-curious.

Polly takes a final bite of her apple and throws it into the woods. “If I did, I wouldn’t be telling you about it now, would I?” She flips her long brown hair over her shoulder. “Guess who got a job.”

“You,” Quinn replies flatly.

“What?” Alice exclaims. “That’s great, Polly. I’m so proud of you.” She stops there, again reminding herself to temper the excitement. Polly hates it even more than Quinn.

“Anywhere good? Like, can we get free stuff from you?” Quinn asks.

“Maybe a couple of day-old donuts,” Polly says. “It’s a job at the coffee shop on the main street, Merry Cups. Stupid name but the other people who work there seem okay and the hours aren’t bad.”

Alice is so relieved, she could cry. Polly has a job and Quinn made a friend. She doesn’t even care anymore that they’re standing under a trail cam that she bought because dead animals littered the property earlier this morning. Today both kids came home doing better than they were when they left. That’s all she wants. Ever.

“I think this calls for a celebration,” Alice says. “A new friend for Quinn and a new job for Polly. Let’s get takeout. You guys get to pick.”

“My God, Mom,” Polly says with an eye-roll. “You’ll find any reason to celebrate.” Alice can tell that it’s fake annoyance. Polly loves being celebrated; she just pretends to hate it.

“I’m really proud of you both,” Alice says.

The door to Geoff’s writing studio opens and he steps out, looking like he just woke up. The sight of him sends prickles of annoyance through her.

“What’s everyone doing out here?” he asks, raising his arms to stretch.

“Mom and I put up a trail cam,” Quinn answers.

“Because of all those dead, dismembered animals this morning,” Alice reminds him.

He does that little laugh. The condescending one that says, You’re so stupid. “Is that really necessary?” he asks. “I mean, it could just be a one-off.”

“It can’t hurt,” Alice replies dryly. “Like calling Animal Control. Because we have a dog and children.” He huffs and rolls his eyes at her, and she immediately regrets saying it. “Either way, a trail cam will be fun to have.” She forces her voice to sound nonpartisan and cheery. “We can see what animals are in the woods. Also, we’re getting takeout to celebrate Quinn’s and Polly’s big news,” she calls out over her shoulder.

“Big news?”

The kids can tell him, she thinks. The less time she spends around him these days, the better. And she doesn’t want to ruin the high she’s on.

She sits down in one of the chairs on the back deck and taps the app on her phone that’s connected to the trail cam. A clear image pops up of the lawn and the path that leads into the woods. She should be able to see if anything comes out of there and onto the property.

The audio is pretty good as well. She can hear clear as day when Geoff says to the kids, “Don’t let your mom’s overreaction about the dead animals scare you. It’s honestly not that big a deal. I think the trail cam’s a bit over-the-top, but if it makes her feel better then we’ll leave it up.”

She wants to yell across the lawn that she can hear him. That she thinks he’s underreacting, as he usually does, that he should just go back into his writing studio and drink some more.

“I don’t think she’s overreacting,” she hears Polly say.

“The trail cam is kinda cool,” Quinn adds.

“Okay,” Geoff concedes. “As long as you guys are okay, I’m okay.”

Alice feels guilty for the smug satisfaction she feels about her children defending her to Geoff. She shouldn’t feel good about them taking sides.

“With the trail cam up, at least we’ll know what’s in there,” Quinn says.

“Are we sure we want to?” Polly asks with a laugh.



Quinn

“Did you know that Justine Gordon buried her family in the woods?”

Everyone stops eating their dinner to give Quinn their full attention, which is what he was going for. “I’ve been listening to a podcast about it. One of those true-crime ones,” he explains.

His mom holds up a hand. “That’s enough, Quinn. I really don’t think it’s healthy for us to know the details of the horrible things that happened here.” She takes a sip of her wine. “In fact, I think it should be a house rule that under no circumstances do we go looking for information on the case.”

Quinn throws up his hands. “What? That’s not fair. I still have more episodes to go.”

“Why would you want to inquire about such morbid stuff anyway?” his nana asks. He wishes she’d just keep her big fat nose out of things.

“Once you know something, you can’t unknow it,” his dad adds, probably because he feels like he should side with the other adults in the room. Quinn resists the urge to say, Duh, in response.

“Fine.” Quinn pushes his plate away. Clearly, he’s not going to win this one. He’ll just have to pretend to concede and then sneak the podcast and google searches.

His mother gets up from the table to clear her plate, pointing at him with the hand clutching her dirty napkin. “And I’ll be checking your browser history to make sure you’re not listening to that podcast or searching for more information about it.”

He almost laughs out loud but catches himself. As if he can’t get away with whatever he wants online. She’s clueless.

“Can I go to Jason’s now?” Quinn asks. “I don’t have any homework.” Both his parents give their permission. He can tell they’re glad he has a friend. Little do they know that Jason runs an illegal online gambling site for kids at their school, and that his parents are super rich and so busy there’s no such thing as parental supervision in his house.



Before leaving for Jason’s, Quinn knocks on Polly’s bedroom door. There’s no answer, but when he goes into her room to make sure she’s not there, he sees her through the open bedroom window standing at the side of the house. He goes outside and around the back to find her.

Before taking him to school that morning they’d gone to Starbucks first, and Polly had made him pay for it. He should have known. She never does anything solely out of the goodness of her heart. Merrymont won’t allow a Starbucks into their downtown, so they had to drive to the next town over, twenty minutes away.

“Now will you admit those woods are creepy?” Quinn had said to Polly as they sat in the car in the parking lot of his school, drinking Venti Pumpkin Spice Lattes. Polly insisted on getting hot drinks, even though it’s still hot outside. “Like, those animals were literally torn apart. The bird had no head. The raccoon no eyes, mouth, or nose; the skunk no guts; the rabbit no front or back legs or ears.”

“Yes. Those woods are fucked-up. Okay? But let’s change the topic. Dead-animal talk is making it hard to enjoy my latte. And you need to go to school.”

“I guess I can’t avoid it forever,” he said, but stayed exactly where he was, drinking his irritatingly sweet latte. “Social hell awaits.”

Polly put her drink in the cupholder and then reached for her bag in the backseat and started rummaging through it. “Take this and ask kids if they want to get high. I bet you make friends in no time.”

He looked down at the dab pen in her hand, then pushed it back toward her. “Thanks for the offer, Polls, but that’s okay. With my luck I’d end up suspended and still have no friends.”

She shrugged and put the pen back in her bag. “Your call, little man.” Hearing her use Lucy’s nickname for him didn’t bother him so much this time.

“I think those dead animals really freaked Mom out,” Quinn said, stalling.

“It doesn’t take much these days,” Polly was quick to reply, and they both laughed. Then he finally got out of the car and went into the school.

Quinn had ended up taking her advice. He asked Jason, when they were lab partners, if he liked to get high. Jason said yeah and Quinn promised to bring some weed over that night so that they could get high together. Quinn can’t show up there now empty-handed.

Before rounding the corner of the house, he hears Polly talking. When she comes into view, he expects to find her on the phone but she’s just standing there, alone.

“Hey,” he says, and she jumps. “Who are you talking to?”

“You shouldn’t sneak up on people,” she snaps back, glaring at him, holding a freshly lit joint aloft in one hand. “I was talking to—” She turns toward the woods that line this side of the house and then stops.

Quinn follows her gaze but sees nothing but trees. “Talking to?”

She shakes her head, still staring into the woods. “Forget it. Nobody.”

“Would I be able to get a joint from you? I took your advice for making friends and offered to get this guy Jason high tonight. I think that’s the only reason he sat with me on the bus and invited me over.”

“Aww, buddy,” Polly says, looking authentically touched that Quinn took her advice. “I’m so happy that I could help.” She hands over the joint she was smoking, which has gone out. “Take this one. And let him smoke most of it and you take it easy. You don’t want to green out or get all paranoid. Then he might not want to hang out with you again.”

“Thanks, Polls,” he says, thinking how different she and Lucy are—were. Lucy would be telling him not to smoke any of it.

“No problem. Have fun.” She turns away from him to peer into the trees like she’s looking for something.



Polly

She has no idea where Gray went. He disappeared as soon as Quinn arrived. She would have introduced them. She’s just about to go back into her room, annoyed at her brother for scaring Gray off, when she hears him call out.

“Hey.”

Polly spins around, working to tame her elation. “Where did you go?”

“I thought you were going to get in trouble if anyone saw me, so I went back into the woods and waited for him to leave.”

“That was just my brother, Quinn,” she explains. “He wouldn’t have cared.”

“Okay, well, I thought maybe I was a secret.”

She shakes her head. “You don’t have to be a secret.”

He smiles and shrugs one shoulder. “But I like secrets.”

“Clearly,” she responds with a laugh. “You sneak around in the woods at night. But I have enough secrets as it is. I don’t need any more.”

It’s only the second time she’s seen this guy, but she already knows she likes him. His slow, sly smile, his mossy-green eyes, the way he talks, as though he’s letting her in on some secret or inside joke. She likes the way he moves, graceful and with intention; there’s no nervousness or fidgeting like most boys she knows. He’s confident and mature and worldly even. They’ve been out there talking for almost an hour, and he hasn’t said one stupid or annoying thing.

He’s super smart, went to an elite private high school abroad for two years, and got a scholarship to college to study environmental science. He told Polly that he loves the idea of living off the grid and having almost no environmental footprint.

“I just want to make the world a better place in some small way,” he says with a kind of seriousness that Polly finds incredibly hot. “Like, take care of nature instead of destroying it.”

She nods and works at looking as serious as he sounds, but really she’s incredibly turned on by him, which surprises her. Up to now, she’s preferred the athletic type. The environmental-warrior type was a total turnoff, but not anymore.

“You want to come hang out in my room?” she asks, hoping she doesn’t seem too bold, but also hoping he likes bold because he makes her that way.

“As tempting as that sounds,” he answers, with a slight bow, “I think I should take a rain check. Seems like the gentlemanly thing to do, since it’s only our second rendezvous and all.”

“Rendezvous.” She tries the word out herself, liking the way it sounds. “Okay. Well, then, can I have your Snap, or Instagram or whatever you’re on? I didn’t get it last night.”

“I’m not on social media,” he says, matter-of-fact. “It’s just another tool for the corporate machine to control people, turn them into mass consumers, distract them from the fact that they’re destroying the planet as they mindlessly scroll. It rots your brain and your soul.”

“Ummmmm. Okaaaayyy.” Her words are long and drawn out as her brain frantically tries to process.

His declaration has given her momentary vertigo and created a storm of mixed emotions. She’s disappointed that this guy, who she thought was hot and cool, is potentially a total weirdo, yet she also feels a hint of shame at her own dependency on social media. On top of that is annoyance that she won’t be able to do a deep dive on him for the rest of the night and learn everything she can. She’s never met someone her age who doesn’t have social media. She feels a tiny spark of admiration that he’s found a way to rise above the scrolling addiction, and the validation that a steady stream of likes and followers brings.

“Then how about your cell number?” she says, flipping her hair back. She feels an unexpected determination to look past the lack of social media because he’s just so damn good-looking.

“I don’t have a cell phone.” He shrugs and gives her an apologetic smile.

“What the fuck?”

He laughs and her insides ooze at the way his green eyes shine so brightly and one side of his mouth quirks up.

“I know,” he says, once he’s stopped laughing. “It’s weird. I used to have one, back when I had social media.” He looks up at the sky as though his memory of that time is in the stars. “I was on it all the time, scrolling, posting, answering texts. I was a slave.” He looks back at her. “It’s not really living, you know. Then one day it’s like I woke up. I deleted my social media accounts, got rid of my phone, and finally felt free.” He shrugs, but his expression is serious. “I understand if you think that’s too weird and don’t want to hang out. I mean, I get it.”

Without thinking she shakes her head. As though it’s involuntary, as though someone else made the decision for her. “I still want to hang out. I think it’s weird but I kind of get it.”

“Cool,” he says, nodding slowly and smiling. Strangely, she feels as though she’s just passed his test, and not the other way around.

“How will we, like, contact each other, then?” She hopes she doesn’t come across as desperate.

“I have a landline, but I’m never really at home for long to answer it.” He nods at her bedroom window and smiles playfully. “Or I could just tap three times on your window when I’m here?”

“But how will I know when you’re coming?”

He raises one eyebrow and smirks. “You won’t. That’s the fun of it.” She huffs with frustration, and he laughs. “I think this will be good for you.”

She gives him a flirtatious swat on the arm. “I’m not Rapunzel, you know. I won’t let my hair down just because you show up at my window.”

He reaches out and weaves his fingers into her hair, then gently runs them through it. The movement is so slow and soft and seductive that her breath catches. “I’ll keep trying until you do,” he whispers before taking a step back into the woods. “But for now—‘these woods are lovely, dark and deep, but I have promises to keep, and miles to go before I sleep.’ ”

“That sounds familiar. What is it?” Polly calls out as he continues moving away.

“It’s from a Robert Frost poem,” he calls back. “Look it up.”

She watches him go until the darkness swallows him completely. She pulls her phone out and types in “Robert Frost poem, woods dark and deep.” Google states that the overall meaning of the poem “conveys an attraction toward death.” Looking up from her phone and into the woods full of shadows, she shivers. She can’t quite tell if it’s from the cold, the lingering excitement of seeing Gray, or that now-familiar sensation that something is in there, looking back at her.



Geoff

“Do you not care about the safety of our kids?” Alice’s question hits him like a right hook just as he’s easing into bed. He should have known it was coming. Alice was cool to him all evening, her behavior set at a temperature to convince the kids that they were getting along but with a chill that only he could feel. After twenty-two years of marriage, he detects even the most subtle changes in atmosphere.

“That’s a loaded question,” he replies. “If I say I do, you’ll point out whatever I’ve done to make you think I don’t. And if I say I don’t, then I’m a monster and I’m lying.”

Alice sits up in bed. “I ask you to call Animal Control and you don’t. Then you act like my putting a trail cam up is some silly kind of overreaction. As though having our lawn littered with mutilated animal corpses is no big deal.”

He pushes himself up and shoves the covers away. The room’s stuffy from the day’s heat and he feels too vulnerable lying down while she’s leaning over him in her tirade. “I think littered with corpses is a bit of an exaggeration.”

“Don’t edit my words, Geoff,” she snaps back, her cheeks flushed. “I know you fancy yourself a writer, but you spend more time sleeping in that writing studio than anything else.”

He throws the covers all the way off his body and gets out of the bed. The sting of her words is like poison in his veins. She can get under his skin like nobody else in the world. He wants to reach over and strangle that self-righteous look off her face, which is why he knows it’s time to leave.

He goes to the dresser and pulls out a bathing suit. “I’m going for a swim,” he says.

“Are you?” she says. “Or are you going to drink bourbon in your little hideaway?”

“Good idea,” he says, turning to her with a smile. “I think I’ll do both and leave you with your hot flashes and menopausal rage.” His words cause Alice to gasp as though he’s struck her.

In a moment of vulnerability, just after Alice had turned fifty and had her first hot flash, she’d told Geoff that she was pretty sure she was in perimenopause, and it scared her. That she’d heard horror stories of women going crazy from it, changing completely, ending marriages and friendships. In the moment, Geoff had been sympathetic and supportive, but that moment passed quickly, and her concern became part of his arsenal against her, knowing the impact it would have. Not so unlike the barbs she uses about his writing when she’s looking to injure him. Marriage—an exposing of one’s soft underbelly while handing over the sharpest knife possible to slit it open.

“You’re pathetic,” she rasps. “I put everything I have into this family. Can you say the same, Geoff? Can you?”

“Of course I can’t, Alice,” he replies as calmly as he can, to counter her heightened state, another tactic that drives her crazy. “Nobody could possibly compare to you.” He leaves the room, shutting the door behind him.

Pausing in the dark of the hallway to slide off his boxer shorts and put on his bathing suit, he hears Alice start crying on the other side of the door. His anger shrivels and guilt slides in. He considers going back in, apologizing, trying to smooth it all over.

“Fucking asshole.” Her words, spoken through the tears, find him out in the hall.

In retaliation, he leaves his boxer shorts on the floor outside the door.

Before going out to the pool, he passes by Quinn’s and Polly’s rooms. There’s still light coming from underneath their doors. He’s about to knock on Quinn’s and tell him that he should probably get some sleep, but he stops himself. It’s only ten p.m. and the kid is fifteen. He doesn’t need his dad telling him when to go to bed anymore. The thought makes some indistinguishable part of him ache. It’s not his heart, or his brain, but somewhere deeper, where the longing for what has passed lives.

He knocks on Quinn’s door, suddenly desperate to connect with him. To feel that grounding bond between parent and child that, in the early years, felt like a thick, unmovable muscle but that in adolescence has shrunk to a tendon that could snap at any moment.

Quinn doesn’t answer, so he opens the door, figuring if he were doing something private it would be locked. Quinn’s so fixated on the screen in front of him, he doesn’t notice his dad’s arrival, causing Geoff to wonder for a split second if his son even does private things amidst all the gaming. Quinn’s face is lit up with a shifting kaleidoscope of color.

Geoff steps in front of the TV screen, throwing Quinn into shadow.

Quinn reels back like he’s been slapped. “What the—” He stops himself short, pulling his headset off. “Dad, what are you doing?”

“Feel like going for a night swim with me?”

Confusion crosses Quinn’s face before he shakes his head. “Ahh, it’s okay, thanks.”

There was a time his son would have jumped at the chance to go for a late-night swim. Now his body is fused to that weird gaming chair they bought him for Christmas last year. Geoff hadn’t been in support of it at all, telling Alice he didn’t want to promote the videogame addiction, but she’d insisted. She was always looking for ways to win Quinn over.

“Okay. No problem,” Geoff says, trying hard not to let the hurt show in his voice. “Don’t stay up too late.” Quinn nods and moves his head to see the TV around Geoff’s body. The light flashes on his eyes, which seem unusually bloodshot. Is he high? Geoff wonders.

“You got allergies, buddy?”

Quinn’s face scrunches in annoyance. “What?”

“Your eyes, they’re all bloodshot.”

Quinn quickly turns his face so that he’s no longer looking directly at Geoff. “Oh yeah, allergies,” he mumbles. “They are kinda bad.”

“Well then, take an allergy pill if you need to.” Geoff has a feeling it’s not allergies at all. Honestly, he doesn’t want to know. He always counted on Quinn being kind of nerdy, caring too much about school to get into drugs. He’ll mention the suspicion to Alice, when they’re talking again, and see what she thinks. “Night, bud,” he says before leaving the room.

Outside, he stands at one end of the pool, poised to dive in. The night air is still warm and it smells like dry leaves. The sky is full of stars, and all of it is set to a symphony of crickets. Perfect night for a swim, he thinks.

Then the ghost of the faceless raccoon floats across the surface of the pool. He gives his head a shake to rid himself of the image, but it’s too late. Now all he’s thinking about is the blood and particles of the dead animal that may still be in the water. He hadn’t even thought to put more chlorine in the pool that morning.

Stepping away from the edge he turns and crosses the lawn, barefoot, to his writing shed. Is it just his imagination, or is there now a chill in the air? Clouds scud over the moon and the crickets go silent, replaced by the sound of leaves rustling. He feels a sudden sense of urgency to get into the cabin, as though something is tracking him. Alice’s goddamn paranoia about the dead animals has gotten to him.

He throws open the door and slams it shut behind him, relieved to be inside. He pours a generous bourbon, hating himself for proving Alice right, then sits down on the couch with his laptop. He waits to open it, enjoying the first few numbing sips of the alcohol. They’ve lived in the new house for almost two weeks now and yet things feel so different. Has his family always been this fucked-up? Are other families like this? An ever-present undercurrent of conflict between husband and wife, sons secretly getting high and disconnecting through videogames, daughters you barely know anymore, mothers-in-law you want to murder, and dead animals in the pool?

Truth is, nothing’s been right since the night of the car accident. A new house, a change in scenery, is not going to change that. The thought’s a depressing one, but he’s always been a realist, more so than Alice, who thinks the move is going to fix everything. It’s because she never knew how broken things were before. Even before Lucy died.

Alice has no idea that leaving his teaching job wasn’t his choice. He’d been advised to take a one-year leave after one of his female students had made a sexual-misconduct complaint against him, claiming that he failed her because she refused to have sex with him. It was bullshit, but what predator doesn’t say that, and how does a non-predator prove a negative? She was the one who came to him, asking for an extra-credit assignment “that involves just the two of us,” while biting her bottom lip. When he rebuffed her and she failed for not handing in the final assignment, she went after him. He explained all this to the dean, who said he understood, but who also had all the paperwork ready for Geoff to fill out for the leave. “Take some time, finish writing that book you’re always talking about, just until she graduates and the whole thing blows over.”

Alice also has no idea that the night Lucy died he hadn’t been at a work party. He’d been drinking alone in a bar after learning earlier that day that he’d been fired. The board had taken his leave as a sign of guilt and terminated his employment. Why had he let the dean so easily convince him to take a leave that in hindsight looked exactly like he was running scared?

He was afraid. Not of the girl who got too drunk at a frat party to finish her final assignment and blamed him for the bad mark. He was afraid of every other infraction coming to light. The remarks between himself and other male coworkers about attractive female students, the glances down his TA’s sweater when she squatted to get books off a low shelf, the arm around the shoulders of female coworkers at Christmas parties without asking permission first.

He was a smart man. He knew how insidious male entitlement was. But knowing it didn’t protect against that deep social conditioning that taught him he could ignore boundaries. It was all minor stuff, but it added up.

Falling on the heels of his professional downfall, Lucy’s death felt like punishment. How could he not see the two were related? Part of a pattern. He had failed as a provider to his daughters, his wife, his son, and then failed them again and suffered the ultimate loss. The entire time he sat in that hospital waiting for news of his daughters, Geoff silently swore that he would do better, be better, if only they both survived. One did, but one didn’t. Geoff got the message.

He deserved to suffer.

He takes another sip of bourbon, pops open his laptop, and finds the bookmark of the last video he watched. By the time he slides his hand down the front of his bathing suit, he’s forgotten it all—the fight with Alice, his fifteen-year-old son high and addicted to videogames, the dead animals, and the woods that produced them.
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THURSDAY, SEPTEMBER 7, 2023


Beverley

It’s 3:04 a.m. and she can’t sleep. It’s the indigestion. She blames another dinner of takeout. Chinese this time. She rolls onto her right side, hoping that will ease the burn. All three cats get up and move with her, repositioning themselves around her body. “Good kitties,” she whispers. She much prefers the warmth of a purring cat against her than the heat of a snoring husband. She wishes she’d learned that earlier.

She’s just gotten comfortable when a horrible shriek sounds outside. She can’t tell if it’s a human or an animal, but it’s very unsettling. Predator or prey? Could it be the thing that killed and dismembered all those animals? Shoving off the covers, she gets out of bed and goes to the front window, the cats following close behind.

She doesn’t see anything directly in front of her cabin, so she opens the door and steps out onto the platform of the front porch. Hissing sounds come from behind her. When she turns, she sees all three cats sitting only a few feet away in the living room, their ears flat to their heads. Soot wails an awful, discordant, deep-throated note.

Turning her attention back to the yard, she scans it for anything moving. Though the shriek hasn’t come again, she has the sense that something is still out there. Stepping even farther from the door, she cranes to look toward the woods at the back and freezes. A tall, hooded figure is standing at the edge of the trees. She draws back and closes her eyes for a few seconds, sure she’s seeing things. But when she opens them again, the figure hasn’t moved.

“I see you,” she calls out in a faltering voice. “You’re trespassing and I’m going to call the police.” All three cats behind her start growling. “Shush, now,” she commands, waving a hand at them to stop.

They persist.

When she turns back to the woods, the figure is gone. She looks along the tree line but there’s no movement, no sound, no figure. She hopes it was just some kid nosing around and she scared him off with her threat of the police. Annoyance at Alice rises. She’s sure Alice didn’t even consider the voyeurs that would come with the place. Those people desperate to get a glimpse of awful things, obsessed with serial killers.

Stepping back inside the cabin, she locks the door for the first time since moving there. Then goes to each window to make sure they’re locked as well. The cats scatter as she moves, hiding under the couch and dining table as though she’s brought something back inside with her. Flipping on a table lamp, she sits down on the couch, and only then does she realize that her hands are trembling.

She’s not sure what to do. She stays sitting, staring at the front door. Convinced that at any moment the doorknob will turn or there will be a loud pounding. Would they even hear her in the main house if she screamed? How long would it take someone to find her? She stays like that, frozen in place, staring at the door, imagining an intruder doing to her what was done to those animals yesterday morning.

Death. At her age it’s impossible not to see it everywhere. Every time she looks down at her skeletal hands. Every time she looks at her own daughter and sees the wrinkles on her face, the gray in her hair. The older Alice looks, the closer to death Beverley feels. In her dreams, the ghosts of her three husbands beckon to her, whispering of reunion—each one knowing the ways she betrayed them, the secrets she kept from them.

Hell seems more likely to her than heaven. She’s done a lot of things in her life that she’s not proud of. The one that eats away at her most is that the night the twins were in the accident, she’d ignored Alice’s phone call. Beverley had been awake reading with a glass of wine when she saw Alice’s name and number pop up. She hadn’t been in the mood to listen to Alice whine and didn’t even listen to the voicemail she left until late the next morning.

“Mom? Mom, something terrible has happened. There was a car accident. Lucy…” Alice had sobbed into the phone. “L-Lucy’s gone. Polly’s in a coma. Mom, I need you. Please call me back.” In the background, Beverley heard a doctor being paged and the beep of medical equipment.

She hadn’t been there to comfort her daughter through the greatest tragedy of her life, or anyone else’s. She’s never admitted it to anyone. When Alice asked why she didn’t answer her call, Beverley had been too afraid to admit the truth so said she’d been asleep and had left her phone in the living room. She’ll take that secret to the grave.

The longer she sits there without anyone pounding on her door, the less threatened she feels. The shaking in her hands and legs finally subsides. She gets up from the couch and looks out the window. She’s flooded with relief when she sees nothing out there. Going into the kitchen she pours herself a small glass of whiskey to settle her nerves, then takes it back to the couch. She focuses on the burn of it as it moves through her and soon she’s feeling almost silly for letting her imagination run wild like that. She takes two more quick sips before putting the glass on the side table, sliding down on the couch and pulling a throw over herself. Only then do the cats come out of hiding, jumping up to settle in the spaces around her body.

By the time her eyes drift closed she’s convinced herself that whatever she saw in those woods was just her mind playing tricks. That the cats were only reacting to her fear and that she’s perfectly safe there in her little cabin with her kitties, surrounded by the woods.



Alice

Alice is sitting at the island, dressed for work, a coffee in front of her, staring at her phone, talking to herself, when Geoff comes into the kitchen. He mumbles a good-morning. She ignores him, still mad about the fight they had the night before, still mad that he chose to sleep in the TV room on the couch rather than come to bed, that he left his dirty underwear outside their bedroom door for her to trip on. She’s checking the trail-cam footage. He activated it when he went out there at 10:15 p.m. and then again when he left at 11 to come inside to the TV room.

That’s the weird thing, the reason she’s staring at her phone. At 3:05 a.m. something activated it. It recorded a horrible shrieking sound and then the screen turned to fuzz, seven minutes of it. Then the recording ended and nothing else was recorded for the rest of the night.

“I think the trail cam is broken,” she says to Geoff.

He turns away from the coffee he’s just made for himself, looking somewhat relieved that she’s talking to him. “Why, what’s wrong?”

She holds her phone out to him. “Watch this video. Not the ones before.” She doesn’t want him to know that she can monitor his writing-studio coming and goings. “The screen goes fuzzy and then nothing else is recorded for the rest of the night.”

He watches it, his brow furrowing when he gets to the fuzzy part. For some reason it sparks a feeling of attraction in Alice. She wants to reach out and smooth the wrinkles from his forehead, stroke his beard, maybe even kiss him. Then as quickly as the sensation arrives it passes, and his loud morning breathing annoys her.

He hands her phone back. “I’ll download the app and go see if I can get it working again. I’ll also check for more dead animals.”

Alice gets off her stool. “I already did a quick walk around the property this morning. None that I could see.” She carries her coffee cup to the dishwasher. With her back to him she says, “Can we just forget about last night?”

When he says he’d like that, she turns back to face him. Apologies and concessions are hard for her, and she can only make them without eye contact. “Quinn is up and will be ready to get the bus,” she says. “Polly is still in bed, but she starts training for her new job this afternoon so will need to borrow your car.”

He salutes her, which she hates, but he thinks it’s endearing. Sometimes he calls her Captain too. It seems futile to explain to him that she doesn’t want to be the one in charge, that she wishes she were a subordinate with someone else making the decisions and keeping things running smoothly. He doesn’t understand that being good at something doesn’t mean you want to do it all the time.

She’d love to walk into a room like he does, unencumbered by the weight of other people’s expectations. She has not enjoyed the luxury of waking up in the morning and thinking only of herself since they started dating, before she unconsciously slid into this role of lead caregiver.

“Polly’s been complaining that the carpet in her room smells weird,” she says while gathering up her phone and work bag. “Do you think you could pull it back and see what’s under there? We’ll probably just get rid of it entirely.” She sees a glimmer of annoyance in his eyes. He hates when she gives him tasks. When he’s expected to sacrifice some of his precious writing time. That’s why she did it. Polly said in passing that the carpet smells weird, but if Geoff wants her to be the captain handing out jobs, then she will.

“Okay,” he says with a sigh. “Trail cam and carpet. Got it.” There’s a hint of hard-done-by in his voice.

She fights the urge to list all the things she has to get done that day—work for eight hours; pick up groceries; plan, make, and possibly clean up after dinner; emotionally support both children, her mother, and him; make sure the dog is fed; and any number of other tasks that arise in the course of the day.

“Oh, and I sent out invites for the party on September thirtieth, so we’re locked in,” she adds as she’s heading toward the door.

“Murder House Reputation Revamp launched,” he says, chuckling.

She turns back. “Please don’t call it that.”

He salutes her again and a bomb of rage suddenly goes off inside her. She fights hard against the urge to hurl the electric kettle at him, followed by insults that will shatter him into a million pieces. It’s as though the domestic inequality she has endured over twenty-two years of marriage has erupted in a seething rage that has no end.

Unwilling to surrender to it, she tries to hurry out of the house. Turning to get her purse off a hook at the front door, she finds it pinned under Quinn’s backpack and Polly’s jean jacket, even though there are two other free hooks. That’s all it takes. Grabbing Polly’s jacket, she hurls it onto the floor with a string of curses, then rips at Quinn’s backpack so forcefully the whole hook pops free of the wall and both the bag and her purse come crashing down.

“Jesus Christ, Alice,” Geoff says, shock and dismay clear on his face.

“What? I can’t even have one goddamn hook to myself?” Bending down, she untangles her purse from Quinn’s backpack. “Add the hook to your to-do list,” she barks before storming out the front door. Ignoring his huff of disgust.

In her car she scrolls for the grounding meditation her therapist recommended and turns it up loud. Taking long, slow, deep breaths, she envisions roots growing from the soles of her feet, just like the trees that surround her, reaching down to connect to the earth. She imagines her rage draining out of her and being absorbed into the soil. The anger slowly subsides and she’s left confused and full of shame. She works hard to block out the look on Geoff’s face—the one that makes her feel like a crazed woman about to murder him.

He’s lucky he’s still alive.



Geoff

He has no idea what he’s looking at, but whatever it is, it does not feel good. Not wanting to risk another fight with Alice, or her rage, he got the trail cam up and running again and then as soon as Polly left for the training for her new job, he shoved her furniture to one side of the room and pulled some of the carpet back.

Just as he’d hoped, there’s hardwood flooring underneath the low-pile industrial carpet, which for the record smells fine to him. It’s what’s been done to the hardwood underneath that’s the problem. Dozens of markings have been carved or burnt right into the floor, so deep in places that even paint wouldn’t cover them up, which is obviously why carpet had been put down in the first place. It’s a collection of weird symbols. In the center are stick figures, two adults holding the hands of a child in between. Under them are two words that he thinks must be Latin, Donum Silvis. He uses Google Translate and it says that the words mean “gift of the woods.” The rest of the symbols are contained in small circles orbiting the figures. He uses the camera search function on his phone to look up the weird symbols. Each one takes him to pages on occult practices, modern witchcraft, and spell casting.

“That can’t be good,” he says to Panda, who’s sitting beside him panting. He texts some photos to Alice and hopes she doesn’t tell him to go rent a sandblaster and sand them down or some other fool’s errand. “Gift of the woods,” he murmurs, as though saying it out loud might help him to understand what the hell it means. Panda whines and scratches the carpet, then turns and runs from the room.

He stares at the ellipses after the last photo he sent to Alice, dreading her reaction. Then they suddenly disappear. He’s pretty sure that she’s looking it all up herself, even though he’s already told her what he found.

He puts his phone back in his pocket and kneels to get an even closer look, pushing back more of the carpet. When he gets right down to the symbols, it looks like they were painted with a reddish-brown that’s soaked deep into the crevices of the wood. He runs his finger along one of the carvings and it comes away with a slight stain. Putting his finger to his tongue, he tastes rust.

Holy fuck, it’s blood—

He jumps to his feet. Did the woman who killed her family do this? he wonders. Was she a witch? A satanist? The questions keep coming until the ring of his phone startles him out of it. He pulls it from his back pocket. It’s Alice.

“Hey,” he says, working hard to sound calmer than he feels. The taste of blood lingers on his tongue.

“ ‘Gift of the woods’?” she says. “What the hell is that supposed to mean?”

“Yeah, I have no idea. Or why it’s in Latin.”

“Right. I think it’s a language they use in spells or rituals. For witchcraft?”

“Again, I have no idea. I’ve never done a spell or a ritual.” He knows his tone might piss her off, but he’s the one standing in front of it all, feeling like he discovered something he shouldn’t have.

“And those symbols?”

“Yeah, they’re fucking creepy. I’m getting a very bad feeling here.”

“Oh God. Do you think the house is cursed?” He wishes she hadn’t asked that; he hadn’t even thought of that possibility.

“Do we believe in curses?”

There’s a long pause on the other end, and he’s worried that she’s starting to. It’s not like they can just pick up and move if she does. How many people would be willing to buy a murder house? Where would they go if they could unload it? They can’t get their old place back; it sold within days of them listing it.

“Cover it up,” Alice finally says, the sound of her voice startling him. “Nail the carpet down, to be safe. The kids cannot see what’s under there. Don’t tell a soul about any of it.”

“Aye-aye, Captain,” he replies, relieved that they don’t have to move, and he doesn’t have to sandblast the floors. More than happy to just pretend he never even saw it.

Alice hangs up without saying goodbye.
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SATURDAY, SEPTEMBER 9, 2023


Polly

“Thank fucking God!” Polly’s coworker Sierra yells. She locks the front door behind the last customer who lingered a full ten minutes past closing time.

Sierra is twenty-two and has worked at the Merry Cups café for years. She has her own apartment that she shares with another coworker, Ethan, and is apparently saving up to go to school in England for parapsychology. Polly pretended to know what that was and then googled it and was even more confused, having no idea that studying the paranormal was a legitimate thing.

When Polly started working there, only three days ago, Sierra’s short hair was bright blue; today it’s pink. Her apron is crammed with pins telling you all you need to know about her at a glance—proudly bisexual, large and in charge, a black-cat mom, a modern-day witch, a fan of Stranger Things, and don’t talk to her before she’s had her coffee.

“At ease, soldier,” Sierra says from the other side of the counter. “I think that espresso machine is cleaner than it’s ever been. You’re gonna make the rest of us look bad if you keep this up. We don’t like the overachieving type around here.”

“Don’t worry,” Polly says, giving the metal of the machine one last wipe. “My sister was the overachiever. Not me.”

“Good. Otherwise, I couldn’t hang out with you. You wanna come to my place for an after-work cocktail?” Polly is about to politely decline, but Sierra holds up her hand. “I won’t take no for an answer. I only live a couple of doors down, above the pizza place.”

They lock up the café and walk half a block before Sierra steps into a narrow doorway, unlocks a graffitied black metal door, and ushers Polly up a carpeted staircase that smells like cat piss and looks like it hasn’t been vacuumed, ever. At the top of the stairs is the door to Sierra’s apartment, which she unlocks, then steps back, giving it a hard kick with her Doc Martens.

“Not exactly five-star, but the rent is cheap,” Sierra says, waving Polly inside.

The apartment is dark, lit only by a lava lamp in the far corner of the living room. A few feet into the space and a wall of heat hits them. The smell of cat piss is replaced by that of yeasty dough from the pizza place below. Sierra moves around the room, switching on some lamps that cast small pools of light below them, barely making a dent in the deep shadows beyond them.

“Have a seat,” Sierra says, gesturing to the couch. “You good with beer? I only said cocktails to get you up here.” She squawks a laugh and then disappears through a doorway. A light comes on so that Polly can see her very cluttered kitchen.

She sits down on the couch, sinking into a lumpy cushion, releasing the smell of cat. A massive TV hangs on the wall across from her and all around it are movie posters for horror movies, most of which Polly hasn’t seen. A black cat suddenly leaps up onto her lap and she yelps in surprise.

“That’s Pennywise,” Sierra says, coming back into the room. “Penny for short.”

“I didn’t even see her coming,” Polly says, forcing a laugh while shifting so that the cat slides off her thighs and back onto the ground.

Sierra hands her a beer and sits down on the couch beside her. “So, what’s it like living in the murder house?”

“Wow, news travels fast around here,” Polly says before taking a sip of her beer.

“Yeah,” Sierra says with a shrug. “Your application was on Pete’s desk when I went into his office this afternoon to get the bank-deposit bag. I saw the address. I kind of have a thing about the Gordon murders and that house.”

“A thing?” Polly says, feeling a mix of relief that Sierra hadn’t asked her up there to hit on her—which she thought might be the case—and annoyance that the visit is just a guise for getting information about her stupid house.

“Okay, an obsession. I actually knew the older Gordon kid. Well, knew of; he went to my high school the year they moved here. We were in the same year and had a class together. I never talked to him or anything though.”

Polly nods, takes another sip of her beer.

Sierra gets up from the couch and goes to a trunk sitting in the far corner of the living room. She kneels down and lifts the lid. “I honestly couldn’t believe it when I saw that I was going to be working with someone who actually lives in the murder house,” she says, rummaging around in the trunk. “I mean the case is just so fascinating. How Justine Gordon said the woods made her do it. And now you live surrounded by those very woods.” She chuckles. “I mean, that’s fucking craaazyy.”

Polly takes a gulp of her beer, deciding that as soon as she’s done, she’ll make an excuse and get out of there. A line of sweat from the suffocating heat of the place has started crawling down her spine. “It’s hot in here,” she says.

“Yeah, it’s ’cause of the pizza oven downstairs,” Sierra explains, still rooting around in the trunk. “Great in the winter but shitty in the summer.” She pushes herself up out of the trunk with a shoebox in her hand. “Got it.”

Sierra sits down on the couch beside Polly and puts the shoebox on the coffee table. “My collection of Gordon-murder memorabilia.”

Polly recoils slightly and wishes like hell she’d turned down Sierra’s invitation to come up to her smelly apartment. “That’s a bit morbid, don’t you think?” Polly says with a nervous laugh.

Sierra puts a hand on Polly’s knee and leans in so close that Polly can smell the coffee and beer on her breath and something else, like sage. “It’s not for the shock value,” Sierra says with the utmost seriousness. “It’s an honoring of the people involved. It happened to our town as much as to the Gordons themselves.”

Polly thinks she detects the shine of tears in Sierra’s eyes, but she looks away too fast for Polly to tell and flips the lid off the shoebox.

“This is a piece of the police tape that surrounded the house after the murders.” She places a small piece of yellow plastic on the coffee table that could be from anywhere. Then she reaches back into the box and pulls out a blue pencil that’s missing the eraser on the end and has bite marks on it. “This belonged to the younger brother. I bribed the janitor at the middle school to give me something when his locker was cleaned out.” Sierra sounds incredibly proud of herself. “This is a rock from the property that I got on the day Justine Gordon was sent away.” She puts a small rock on the coffee table that, again, Polly thinks could be from anywhere.

Polly gulps down the rest of her beer and slams the bottle on the coffee table. “I’d better get going,” she says, wiping at the film of sweat that’s collected on her upper lip.

“You can’t leave yet,” Sierra screeches. “I haven’t shown you the best part.” Reaching into the box, Sierra pulls out an item of clothing and holds it up. The name Gordon is printed on the back, along with the number ten. “This was the older brother’s basketball jersey. Two days after the murders, I broke into the boys’ locker room and stole it from the laundry bin.” She carefully lays it across Polly’s lap. “It still has his sweat on it.”

Sierra gets up off the couch with her now-empty bottle of beer and heads toward the kitchen. “You want another?” she asks Polly before disappearing.

Polly calls out a firm no.

She stares down at the jersey on her lap, thinking of her dead sister, wondering if someone, somewhere, has a piece of her clothing that they’re holding on to.

Polly feels such a strong connection to the Gordon brothers in that moment that she’s worried she may burst into tears. She lifts the jersey to her nose and is about to inhale deeply when a loud thud against the front door startles her. She tosses the jersey back onto the coffee table and jumps up off the couch as though she’s been caught doing something shameful.

There’s another loud thud and then the front door bangs open, revealing their coworker Ethan standing there with a pizza box in his arms. “You didn’t tell me we had company, Sierra,” he says, his voice sharp with annoyance. “I was only able to get a medium Hawaiian.” He kicks the door shut with one foot as he moves into the apartment. He drops the pizza box on the coffee table amidst the mess of Gordon-murder memorabilia. “Oh hey, you’re the new girl at the café,” he says, squinting to make out her features in the dimly lit room.

Polly nods and then starts toward the front door. “I better get going. My dad needs his car.”

Sierra emerges from the kitchen with a fresh beer in her hand and a frown. “But you just got here. We haven’t even talked about living in the murder house yet.”

“I’ll come back again. I promise.”

“Fine,” Sierra replies, pouting her pierced bottom lip.

“You wanna take a slice for the road?” Ethan offers. “We get it free from downstairs.”

“That’s okay,” Polly says, moving closer to the exit. “Thanks for the beer, Sierra.” She’s got one hand on the doorknob and is gently guiding the cat out of the way of the door with her foot.

“Which room is your bedroom?” Sierra calls out before Polly can make her escape. “The one at the side of the house with the tall windows or the one at the back of the house?”

“Umm, the one at the side,” Polly says, her hand still on the doorknob, glancing back over her shoulder.

“That was his room,” Sierra says, her pout turning to excitement. “The older Gordon boy. A girl I knew went to his house once and she told me all about it.” The line of sweat down Polly’s spine turns cold, and she shivers despite the heat of the place.

“Oh my God,” Ethan says with a mouthful of pizza, a small piece of pineapple flying from his mouth. “Would you shut the fuck up about the Gordon murders?”

Polly yanks open the door and races down the smelly steps. She’s relieved when she reaches the street, away from the heat and the smell of rising dough and cat piss, and stops to drink in the cool night air. She tries to shake the sorrow that feels heavy in her limbs after holding that basketball jersey in her hands. The idea of going home to curl up in her bed and wait for Gray is no longer as appealing as it was before.
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THURSDAY, SEPTEMBER 14, 2023


Alice

“It’s too nice a night to sit inside,” Geoff had said to Alice after dinner, proposing instead that they have a glass of wine on the back deck while the sun sets. She nodded, told him she was going to take the recycling out and would meet him there. She hoped he’d offer to do it for her, but he was too busy pouring the remainder of the bottle into his glass. Leaving none for her. She grabbed the recycling and headed outside, hoping by the time she got to the back deck she would have walked off her irritation.

Going around the side of the house, she notices what looks like a path into the woods, just outside of Polly’s room. Stopping to get a better look, she finds footprints in the soft dirt. Footprints that lead away from the house and are far too big to be Polly’s. Without thinking, her mind already imagining a million scenarios of serial killers, rapists, and serial-killing rapists stalking her daughter, she knocks hard on Polly’s window.

Polly’s there within seconds, yanking the curtain back, a wide smile on her face, which immediately disappears as soon as she clocks Alice. “What the hell?” she says through the screen. Ugly irritation all over her pretty face.

Alice points at the small path into the woods. “There are footprints leading into the woods,” she says loudly, so that Polly fully understands her concern. “Big ones. Man-size.”

Polly shrugs, her eyes narrowing. “So?”

“Have you seen anyone out here?”

Polly’s eyes widen and then roll back so only the whites are visible. “Jesus, Mom. You’re such a paranoid freak sometimes. It’s probably an old path from the people who lived here before.” She closes her curtains on Alice, ending the conversation.

Alice’s fear quickly drains away. Nothing can make you feel like a fool faster than your teenage daughter, she thinks. Looking back at the path, her paranoia is replaced with suspicion. Polly doesn’t seem concerned at all about male footprints right outside her bedroom window, which makes Alice think that she probably knows who they belong to. A boy. Could Polly already have some boy traipsing through the woods for secret visits? If anyone could, it’s Polly.

Stepping onto the path, Alice parts branches to make her way deeper into the trees to follow the footprints. They lead about thirty feet into the woods and then suddenly stop. Alice glances around to see if they pick up anywhere else, but all she sees is undisturbed ground and fallen leaves. Turning to go back, thinking that maybe Polly was right, it’s an old path that’s just slowly being covered over, she spots a tree a few feet away with a symbol carved into its base.

Moving closer, she knows right away that she’s seen it before. It’s one of the symbols carved into Polly’s floor—an upside-down triangle with a spiral in the middle of it and an X on the inverted tip. She searched it on the internet but could only find meanings of the individual parts: the spiral meant rebirth and the inverted triangle was feminine energy. Something is carved in the upper-left corner of the triangle. It’s tiny, so Alice has to lean down to get a better look.

The sun has started its slow descent and shadows have crept in, darkening the carving so that no matter how close she gets, she just can’t quite make it out. Putting a finger to it, she traces the lines of it, like reading braille—P. She gasps, pulling her hand away.

P for Polly.

Stumbling out of the woods she races around the corner of the house to where Geoff is sitting in a deck chair, halfway through his large glass of wine, scrolling on his phone.

“There you are,” he says, not even looking up from his screen to see the panic on her face.

“There’s a tree,” she hisses at him, not wanting anyone else to hear. “Outside Polly’s window. With one of those weird carvings on it.” He finally looks up. “And the initial P is carved right in the symbol.” He gives his head a little shake, the wine slowing down his processing skills. “P for Polly,” she rasps so loud spit flies from her mouth.

“Are you sure?” he asks, putting his phone and glass of wine down on the deck. She nods and he pushes himself out of the chair. “Show me.”

Alice leads him around the house, putting a finger to his lips and pointing at Polly’s window, not wanting to alert her to what they’re doing. She motions him into the trees, following the footprints until they stop. She does a half turn, just like she had when she’d first gone in there, but she can’t find the tree with the carving. She turns the other way, thinking maybe she got her directions mixed up, but every tree around them is the same, no carving.

“Where is it?” he whispers.

She looks down at the ground and sees where she disturbed the leaves moments ago. “It was right here,” she says, pointing at the tree where the carving should be, her voice full of uncertainty.

“I don’t see anything, Alice.”

“Neither do I. But…” She doesn’t even know what to say.

“It’s dark in here,” Geoff says, already turning to go back. “You probably just thought you saw it because it’s on your mind.”

“I felt it,” she says to his receding figure. He keeps moving but glances back over his shoulder at her, his eyes full of wary concern. “I’m not crazy,” she spits at him, in response to the look, making her sound even crazier.

He stops and turns back toward her. “I never said you were.” The defensive edge to his voice clearly indicates that he hadn’t said it but had thought it. “Come on.” He motions to her, his voice softer, kinder, like he’s talking to a confused child. “Let’s go finish our wine.”

She doesn’t bother reminding him that he’s the only one drinking. She just nods, letting him turn and walk out of the woods without her. Only once he’s gone does she move over to the tree that she’s sure had the carving on it, to put her hand against the bark. It’s not rough like the first time she touched it, but soft, like skin, and warm. Keeping her hand there, pressed hard against it, she’s sure she feels a pulse.
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WEDNESDAY, SEPTEMBER 20, 2023


Beverley

“The party’s not far off now. Any thoughts on food for it?” Beverley asks Alice from her place on a stool at the island. She’s sipping her cocktail while she watches her daughter make a home-cooked dinner—finally.

“I think we should call the party off,” Alice replies, not even looking up from the fleshy, pink chicken breast she’s slicing.

“Oh, don’t be silly,” Beverley shoots back, working to keep her tone lighthearted. “You’ve already sent out invitations.”

“Parties get canceled all the time, Mom.” Beverley ignores the condescension in her daughter’s tone. She doesn’t want to start a fight with her right before dinner.

Alice has been acting strangely. Beverley caught her on her knees in the woods outside Polly’s bedroom the other day running her hands over the bark of a tree, peering at the thing as if she were deep in conversation with it. When Beverley had asked what she was doing, Alice had mumbled something about the trees being different here and then got up and moved over to the next tree to do the same thing to it.

Beverley borrowed Alice’s computer yesterday to order something online and found a bunch of bookmarked pages on the occult. Her daughter had never been one for the witchy stuff. She’d never even watched a horror movie.

Beverley had gone to Geoff’s writing studio earlier in the day to ask if he’d noticed anything off about Alice lately. In typical male fashion he’d blamed it on the female body—menopause—and said that they all needed to be as patient as possible with her and not do anything to set her off. “Shall we reserve her a spot in the asylum now?” Beverley had asked, crossing her arms. Geoff had looked back at her vacantly, the reference going right over his head.

“I know parties get canceled all the time, my dear,” Beverley responds, swishing her ice cubes. “I just don’t think this one should. In fact, I think it’s just the thing you need. Lift your spirits and get you acquainted with some neighbors.”

Alice looks up from the cutting board. “Do you think something is off about this place?”

“What, the house?” Beverley asks, shifting her gaze away from the eye contact.

Alice gestures wildly, oblivious to the large knife dripping raw chicken juice on the floor. “All of it. The house, the woods.” Her hands drop back to the counter. “Especially the woods.”

Beverley immediately thinks of the shriek she’d heard in the middle of the night and the figure she saw standing at the edge of the woods. “Not at all,” she’s quick to answer. “The dead animals a few weeks back frightened me, but since then there haven’t been any incidents at all. In fact, it’s quite peaceful out here.”

She lifts her glass to her lips to take a sip, washing away her true feelings. Yes, something does feel off about the place, especially after seeing that figure in the woods. But she doesn’t want to say it out loud. It’s bad enough that her daughter comes across like a paranoid menopausal woman. She doesn’t want to get lumped in there as an old lady with dementia. Nothing can be done about it anyway. They’re here to stay.

Alice nods slowly, with a far-off look in her eyes. The kind she gets when she’s debating whether to share something. “Why?” Beverley asks. “Did something happen that I don’t know about?”

Alice snaps out of the reverie. “No. Nothing.” She goes back to cutting up chicken.

“A new place takes time to settle into,” Beverley offers. “Especially coming from the city to the sticks.”

“You’re right,” Alice says, gratitude softening her features.

Beverley reaches out and pats her daughter’s hand in a rare show of affection. “I can take care of the party planning. You know how good I am at it.” Alice doesn’t agree, but she remains silent. Beverley gives her a few more seconds to think it over before saying, “Party it is, then? Get some life and laughter into the place and make it our own?”

Alice looks up at her mother with a weak smile and a nod. “Sure. Party it is.” Her voice lacks enthusiasm and her gaze slides away from her mother and out the window to the trees.
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SATURDAY, SEPTEMBER 30, 2023


Alice

“Come in, come in.” Alice ushers her friend Libby through the front door and pulls her in for a hug. They haven’t seen each other since the day Alice moved away from the city. More than a month, when they used to see each other at least once a week. Feeling her friend’s familiar embrace, smelling her musky perfume, Alice becomes overwhelmed with emotion. “Oh my God. I could cry right now, seeing you,” she says, pulling away from her friend with a laugh.

“Me too!” Libby laughs, but her eyes are also glassy with tears.

“You two old broads are pathetic,” Libby’s husband, Ralph, says, pulling Alice in for a hug. She’s almost as excited to see him.

She tugs on his beard, which seems to have grown exponentially since the last time she saw him. “Going for the crazed-lumberjack look these days?”

“He always lets himself go when he’s off work,” Libby answers for him, and he gives her a playful swat on the ass. “Sorry we’re late. Looks like there are quite a few people here already.”

“There are,” Alice says, with a flinch. “But I don’t know any of them, so it’s a little awkward.”

“You just need to drink more.” Libby passes her a bottle of red wine.

“My God, I’ve missed you!” Alice didn’t realize how much she missed her friends from the city until this very moment. They’ve spoken on the phone a few times, but Alice had spared her stories about the dead animals and the carvings in Polly’s floor.

“That’s why you shouldn’t have moved out of the city,” Libby snaps.

“Don’t mind her,” Ralph pipes in. “She’s been in withdrawal since her best friend moved away. I’ve missed Geoff myself, but my liver is happier.”

Libby shoots her husband a death glare. “He’s only joking. He drinks just as much without Geoff around.”

“And on that note,” Ralph says, squeezing past them away from the front door, “I’m going to go find the old bastard and say hi.”

“I’m so glad you guys came,” Alice says. “The neighbors are nice and all, but a bit stuck-up.” She lowers her voice at the last part.

“Well, I’m here now,” Libby says, putting an arm around Alice’s shoulders. “Let’s play a little round of deepest dirt, shall we?”

It’s a game that she, Libby, and their close friend Kathy like to play when they meet new people. Whoever gets the most dirt on a person wins. “Kathy will be mad that we played without her,” Alice says.

“Kathy is in Spain on a beach right now, so I think she’ll get over it. But first, give me a tour of this beautiful new house. And I may have to run naked through those amazing woods of yours later, if that’s okay?”

“Of course it’s okay! I’ll join you and then Ralph and Geoff will finally have the proof they’ve always wanted that they’re married to witches.”

“I’ll take it as a compliment,” Libby says, jutting her chin out defiantly. “Witch is just another word for a powerful woman getting shit done.” Libby always finds the feminist angle to something. “No wonder men have vilified them.”

“On that note,” Alice says. “Let’s get you a drink.”



Two hours in, and the party is still going strong. Alice hopes this means that word will spread—the house is lovely, with good people living there, not murdery at all. When guests first arrived, she saw their curious, quick glances all around, as though they might spot bloodstains on the wall, or a dead body, or a ghost floating at the end of the hall. Fortunately, her mother has distracted them with a custom-made charcuterie board from the nicest deli in town, fresh oysters from the fish market, an olive bar, and platters of butter-chicken sliders. Beverley also made sure there was a variety of wines and local craft beer on offer, along with her martini station. When Alice balked at the cost of it all, charged to her credit card, of course, her mother had reminded her that it was their one chance to overturn the murder-house reputation.

Her mother is on martini duty now and has a small crowd of people around her as she works the cocktail shaker like it’s a musical instrument. She’s wearing a simple red dress, with lips to match, her hair in a tight bun and bangles up her arm—a fairly conservative outfit for her. As far as Alice can tell, she’s being nothing but the accommodating hostess. You never knew what you were going to get with her mother. She could be gracious, engaging, and magnetic; aloof, judgmental, and antisocial; or even worse: drunk, flirtatious, and inappropriate.

Tonight she is magnetic.

Speaking of drunk and flirtatious—Geoff is both. She hasn’t seen him without a bourbon in his hand since the party started. It became his drink of choice when he started writing, claiming that it was what all the greats drank. Whatever the hell that was supposed to mean. It certainly didn’t seem to be helping him with his writing. A week ago, he’d left his laptop sitting open on the dining-room table, and she’d snuck a peek at what he was working on. Her heart sank the more she read. It wasn’t good. Not exactly “All work and no play makes Jack a dull boy,” but not far from it. She’d liked his earlier writing, back when he first started, but this new stuff was confusing, self-indulgent rambling about a middle-aged man and his midlife struggles.

Staring at him now from across the kitchen as she refills the cracker bowl, she clocks all his drunk tells. Leaning in too close when speaking to people, totally unaware of personal space. Excessive hand-talking. Beard-rubbing and droopy eyes. The rage it provokes in her is unusually intense. She chalks it up to the fact that this morning she woke up with cramps in her lower belly and back and a dull headache. When she found spots of pink blood in her underwear a few hours later she almost howled. It was the first time she’d bled in months. The spotting didn’t last, but the mood swings and headache have. She looks away from Geoff in an effort to quell the rage and sees Libby moving through the crowd toward her.

“Hey, I just heard an interesting story,” she says, coming to stand so close to Alice that she can feel the heat from her body and smell the red wine on her breath. “Not sure it’s deepest-dirt worthy, but it’s intriguing.”

Alice puts the crackers next to the charcuterie board, refills her glass of wine, and gives her friend her full attention. “Do tell.”

“See that guy over there?” Libby points to a man sitting down across the room, who appears to be in his late seventies, wearing a navy-blue blazer and an actual ascot.

“You mean Thurston Howell the Third from Gilligan’s Island?” Alice whispers.

Libby laughs. “My God you’re a bitch, but yes, him. He’s lived in this neighborhood for thirty years. Not on this street but one over. His son”—Libby points to a man whom Alice recognizes from the Labor Day barbecue—“lives on this street, and he came with him. Anyway, the old guy told the entire story while looking down my dress.”

“Can you blame him?” Alice asks, glancing down at Libby’s cleavage. Alice has always been slightly envious of Libby’s curves.

“No, I guess not,” Libby says with a satisfied smile. “So, the old guy said that even before the Gordon murders, the house had a reputation. One of the daughters of the family who originally owned the whole lot apparently went nuts. Her husband and daughter moved out and she started performing animal sacrifices or something. Then she disappeared. And get this.” Libby puts a hand on Alice’s arm and leans in close. “Some kids playing in the woods one day said they saw her. Word got around and then people started calling her the witch in the woods.” She widens her eyes with excitement. “Alice! We were just talking about being witches in the woods!”

Alice doesn’t like this story one bit. In fact, it floods her with a sense of dread, the same kind she felt when they found all those dead animals. She can feel the dread start to mix with that low-level anxiety, never not thrumming through her body like swirls of paint, slowly rolling into each other to create a new color that will coat Alice’s mood for the rest of the night and beyond.

Is there a crazy old woman living in the woods? A witch who long ago carved symbols in her daughter’s floor?

“Oh my God, you don’t actually believe it, do you?” Libby asks, picking up on what’s happening inside of Alice. She can’t hide much from her friend. “It’s just an urban legend.” Libby rubs Alice’s arm. “I mean, a witch in the woods, it sounds like a fairy tale. Right?”

Alice nods and forces herself to laugh, though inside she wants to cry. “Right. I know. It’s just that rumors like that can be tough on the kids. You know how shitty teenagers can be to each other. I want Quinn and Polly to love this place, see it as a fresh start.”

Libby keeps rubbing Alice’s arm. “Who knows, nowadays kids think this kind of stuff is cool. Look how many true-crime TV shows there are, and podcasts and creepy TikTok trends.”

“How do you know about TikTok trends?” Alice asks.

“I got on there to see what Olivia was consuming every second of every day.” She shrugs. “Don’t tell anyone but I’m fully addicted to the damn thing now.”

Libby has only one daughter, Olivia, who is Quinn’s age. They used to play together when they were little, before their differing genitalia made them suddenly act like strangers.

“I hope you’re right about creepy being cool.” Alice takes a sip of wine, glancing around the room at her guests laying waste to the expensive charcuterie board and throwing back the martinis. Her eyes land on Geoff, who in the last few minutes seems even drunker than before.



Geoff

He can feel Alice’s eyes burning right through him from across the room. It doesn’t matter that Beverley’s on her best behavior. That Quinn’s new friend Jason is here playing videogames with him in his room while his parents enjoy the party. That Polly has come out of her room and is actually being social. Or that the guests all seem to be having a good time. Alice needs something to be annoyed at, and if all else fails, she can always find reason with him.

He’s drunk. Not so drunk that he can’t hold up his end of the conversation with this incredibly boring banker guy, but admittedly drunk. He preferred talking to the guy’s wife, who left to use the bathroom a few minutes ago; at least she reads books. She also had an ass that daily squats built. He’s pathetic. Lusting after some guy’s wife. He knows it, but it’s not like he’s being a creep about it. He’s keeping it on the inside.

He lifts his glass to his lips and realizes there’s only ice left. Giving the boring banker a pat on the shoulder, he excuses himself to get another drink. The bottle of bourbon in the bar cart is empty and because he doesn’t think he should mix drinks this late in the game—he learned his lesson last time—he’ll have to go out to his writing studio to get one of the bottles in there.

He considers asking if Ralph wants to escape with him, but he seems engrossed in a conversation with some guy who Geoff can’t remember if he met already. Ralph is also driving home from the party so has to stay sober, and Alice has accused him more than once of being a bad influence on her friend’s husband. As if Geoff pours alcohol down Ralph’s throat whenever they’re together.

Alice appears to be once again safely ensconced in a conversation with Libby, which means she won’t be coming up for air anytime soon to tell him he doesn’t need any more drinks. He takes his chance and ducks out the back door. To his delight, the boring banker guy’s wife is standing on her own on the back deck enjoying a cigarette.

“Oh,” she says when she sees it’s him. “You caught me enjoying my dirty little habit.”

He saunters over to her, enjoying the contrast between the bite of the late-September air and the warm, slow feeling he has inside, making him feel drunker. “It’ll be our secret, I promise.” He moves right up beside her and holds out his hand for the cigarette. “As long as you share.”

She laughs and bumps him with her hip, which as far as he’s concerned is flirting. “I didn’t take you for a smoker,” she says, passing him the cigarette. “You come across as the go-for-a-run-every-morning, eat-granola-and-lean-protein kind of guy.”

He puts an arm around her lower back, resting his hand on the crest of her very tight ass, planning to gradually let it slide lower, possibly cup it softly before removing his hand. Just harmless flirting, which she started. His drunkenness makes it easy to ignore the gritty feelings of guilt and shame that accompany the urges. He’s still a good-looking man for his age. He notices the glances he gets from women—just not his wife. Why let it go to waste? It only lasts for so long.

“You’re not wrong,” he says before putting his mouth closer to her ear. “I also like to smoke, and drink bourbon with attractive young ladies.” She lets out a low, conspiratorial laugh and he feels movement in his underwear. It doesn’t take much these days. He’s just about to slide his hand down, cup that ass even sooner than he’d planned, when the back door opens.

“Geoff?” Her voice is a nip at the back of his leg, and he drops the cigarette in surprise. The guy’s wife steps a safe distance away from him to extinguish it with the toe of her suede boot.

“Alice,” he responds, working at sounding more annoyed than guilty. She steps out onto the back deck.

“Lovely party,” the guy’s wife says to Alice before skirting back inside.

“What are you doing out here?” Alice asks, her tone suspicious.

“Just fraternizing with the guests. Isn’t that what you’re supposed to do at your own party?” He remembers why he came out here in the first place and steps off the back deck to cross the lawn to his writing shed.

“Where are you going?” Alice asks, following right behind.

“We’re out of bourbon. I think I have a bottle in my writing studio.”

She puts a hand on his arm to stop him. “I think you’ve had enough, Geoff.”

He pulls his arm free of her grasp. “It’s not for me. It’s for that banker guy I was talking to. I promised him a glass.” He starts walking again and she keeps right on his heels.

“Did you also promise to grab his wife’s ass?”

Her words are a paper cut. He didn’t want her to see that. He loves Alice. He really, really does. She just doesn’t love him back. She thinks he doesn’t notice, or maybe that he doesn’t care, but he does. Every time he lets her down, every day that he’s not a successfully published author, or a better dad, or better in any way, he feels like he loses pieces of her. One day he knows she’ll be gone entirely and that will break him. He just has no idea how to fix it and ends up getting drunk and grabbing asses that he shouldn’t. It’s never ever been more than that, but it still makes him an asshole.

“Oh my God, Alice,” he says with practiced contempt, “I was standing close to her because we were sharing a cigarette. There was no ass-grabbing. My only offense was smoking.”

“That’s far from your only offense,” she hisses back.

He spins around to face her, trying not to wobble. “Okay, here we go. Tell me, Alice, what are today’s capital offenses?”

“I’m not doing this with you right now, Geoff. Just lay off the bourbon for once. Drink some fucking water and sober up. Maybe then your hand won’t accidentally land on another woman’s ass.” She turns to go.

“Any other orders, Captain?”

“Just be…” She pauses, searching for the right word as she keeps walking. “Just be better,” she calls out as she moves away from him. “For fuck’s sake, be better.” Her final words echo around the yard, bouncing off the trees and landing hard against his body.

He watches her go, and even though it was he who grabbed another woman’s ass, it’s he who’s drunk, and it’s he who just gaslit her, the walking-away feels like an unforgivable offense. Why doesn’t she want to stay and fight to the resolution? They are in a constant state of unfinished arguments, and he’s not sure how much longer he can live like that.

Before they got married and had kids they had epic fights. Fights that would rip their hearts out because they cared so bloody much. Fights that they’d spend hours resolving and then have the kind of sex that made him feel like a rock star. Back when she used to look at him like he was the smartest, funniest, most handsome man on the planet. What happened to that? he wonders.

Just be better. Her words ring in his ears. He wants to be but is just too tired and too sad to do anything differently. He has to pee. He thinks he might have to throw up as well. Smoking that cigarette was not a good idea. He passes his writing studio and takes the path into the woods. He walks in only a few feet. It’s dark, the kind of dark that makes you feel like if you move even just slightly, you’re going to bump into something. And it’s too quiet. He can’t even hear the music from his house. He’s sure that it was still discernible just a few feet away.

“Be better,” he mumbles, because it’s still going through his head, and because his own voice is comforting in that kind of deep quiet.

He’s just unzipped his pants when, even over the pounding of his hot piss on the ground, he hears the crack of a branch breaking behind him. “Hello?” he calls out. There’s the rustling of leaves, but he can’t turn to look while he’s peeing. “Who’s there?” His voice bounces against the trees all around him and echoes through the darkness.

Something approaches.




Polly

She figures the party is probably what kept Gray away. Maybe because his parents were there, or there were just too many people. She can tell he’s an introvert. Earlier in the night she’d gone out to the kitchen under the guise of being social with all the stuck-up neighbors. She was only out there to steal a bottle of wine from the stash her mom had bought for the party. She was hoping to share it with Gray later.

While she was out there, she scanned the room looking for adults who bore any kind of resemblance to him. Only one woman who could have possibly passed for his mother with her dark hair and fine features. Even then, it was a stretch. Still, Polly made a point of talking to her, asking questions as though she were actually interested in getting to know her neighbors, only to find out that the woman had three daughters, all under the age of twelve.

After that she’d ended up outside her bedroom window, alone, drinking the bottle of wine and smoking a joint, accidentally overhearing her parents’ fight in the backyard, which is why she’s now drunk and stoned lying on her bed, staring at her phone. They had no idea she was out there, or how much voices carry across open lawn. Adults are so fucked. She’s never getting married or having kids.

She chucks her phone away and rolls over to put her face in the pillow. She feels like she might cry. Gray is the only thing she has to look forward to in life right now and she’d really wanted him to come tonight. She squeezes her eyes shut tight. She doesn’t want to cry. She’s so sick of crying.

Now that her sister’s gone, she has nobody. Maybe that’s why she’s falling so hard and fast for Gray—desperation and loneliness. Why else, she asks herself, would she care so much about some guy who, under any other circumstances, she would consider fucking weird? He’s hot, sure, and smart and funny, but he sneaks off to smoke weed on his own instead of with friends, and he has no cell phone or social media. Not to mention the fact that she never knows when he’s coming until he randomly shows up at her window, and the last time he was there she asked if he wanted to come inside her room and he said he had to go.

He’s different.

“Good different or bad different?” Polly whispers into the darkness of her room.

Her sister sings the childhood song that used to play when they opened a picture book called The Teddy Bears’ Picnic. The one about going into the woods and finding a big surprise—creepy as hell.

“I don’t understand,” Polly whispers again, her words slurring slightly. While she waits for the answer, the song plays in her head. Without meaning to, she drifts off to sleep. Dreaming of a starry sky above dark woods where bears watch and wait. Gray ducks in and out of the trees like a shifting shadow.



The room is dark, and the noises of the party are gone. Her mother stands at the end of her bed in shadow. Polly is groggy. She reaches for her phone to look at the time—12:30 a.m.

“Have you?” her mother asks.

“Have I what?” Polly sits up and the room tilts slightly.

“Seen your dad.”

Polly’s so confused. “What? No. Why would he be in here?”

Her mother stomps her foot lightly. “Not in here. When was the last time you saw your dad? The party ended an hour ago but I can’t find him anywhere.”

“Why?” Polly works to bring herself into full consciousness. Everything feels blurry and dreamlike.

“Because I can’t find him,” her mom snaps. There’s fear in her voice, which jolts Polly fully awake.

“I haven’t seen him for ages,” her mom adds. “When did you last see him?”

Polly points out the window. “After you guys had that fight on the lawn. I saw him go into the woods.”



Quinn

“Stupid dog,” Quinn mumbles under his breath. He’s held a shirt of his dad’s up to her nose three times now and told her to go get him, but the dumb dog just stands at the edge of the woods, growling. She refuses to go in there. Through the trees he can see the bobbing lights of the police officers’ flashlights and hear them calling his dad’s name, but it does nothing to reassure him. They’ve been in there for almost two hours now and haven’t found anything. Quinn wanted to join them, but the whole family was told to stay out of the woods since they weren’t familiar with them yet, and in case their dad came back another way.

“I really don’t know what all the fuss is about,” his nana says now as they all stand at the edge of the woods observing the search party. “He probably just passed out against a tree. God knows he was drunk enough. It’s not that cold out and he’ll find his way back by the light of day. My second husband used to do it all the time. Wander off drunk and pass out. He always came back. Unfortunately.” She chuckles at her own joke and Quinn fights the urge to tell her to shut up.

It’s his dad out there, not her stupid second husband. What if an animal got him, a bear, or a wolf? He can’t lose his dad too. He feels panic mounting. “What are we going to do?” he says, his breath growing shallow and rapid. “How are we going to find him? No one even knows what’s in there.” He starts to feel dizzy and his mom reaches out and pulls him into her body.

“It’s okay, Quinn,” she says, rubbing his back. “The police will find him.” Her words and her body calm him. His breathing slows. Then he remembers what Polly said. His dad went into the woods after a fight with his mom.

He pushes free of the embrace. “It’s your fault he went in there.”

“I didn’t send him into the woods, Quinn,” she shoots back. “He was on his way to his writing studio for something. I left before he even got there and had no idea he was going to go into the woods.” She turns to Polly. “Tell us what you saw again, Polly?”

Polly shrugs and Quinn thinks she may be drunk, or high, or possibly both. You never knew with her. “I already told you. It looked like he was going into his writing studio but then he just kept going into the woods. He was stumbly. As soon as he was out of sight I went back inside.”

“And where were you exactly, dear?” his nana asks. “Your mom said she didn’t even see you outside.” He’s pretty sure Polly glares at her, but it’s quick.

“I was at the side of the house.”

“Why on earth were you at the side of the house?” his nana pushes.

“I wanted some fresh air.” Polly’s starting to sound defensive, and she’s got her fingers shoved into her hair so that she can pick at the scar on her scalp from the brain surgery—something she only does when she’s stressed.

“At the side of the house?” His nana will not let it go.

“It doesn’t matter where Polly was, Mom. She saw Geoff go into the woods and the trail cam confirmed it.”

“It also recorded him asking if anyone was there,” Quinn adds. “And then the stupid thing conks out and is all staticky. What if someone was there? Someone who wanted to hurt him.”

“The only person who wants to hurt your father is your mother, and she was inside all night,” his nana says, laughing at her own joke again. God, she irritates him. Why did his mother have to agree to let her live with them?

“Mom,” Alice says firmly, “it’s not the time for jokes.”

Quinn gives Panda a hard shove toward the woods. “Go get him!” he yells at her. Panda curves her body to give him a warning nip and then skirts away from them all, whining.

His mother puts a hand on his shoulder. “Quinn, stop. You can’t force Panda to go in there. Besides, the police are in there, and she’d only get in their way.”

The sentence is barely out of her mouth when a beam of light appears, blinding them all, followed by the police search party exiting the woods. The one in charge stops to talk to them.

“We’ve covered pretty much every inch of that forest and see no sign of him. That makes me think he may have found somewhere else to spend the night. Wouldn’t be unusual if he wanted to continue the party elsewhere, considering your disagreement. I’ll have an officer drive around town to look for him.”

“So that’s it, then?” Quinn says, so angry that he forgets to be intimidated by the tall man in uniform with a gun at his side. “You’re just going to leave when he could be out there hurt or dying?”

The officer gives Quinn a patronizing smile. “Even if he is still in there, it’s unlikely that any real harm would come to him.” He speaks so calmly it makes Quinn want to kick him in the shin. “Animal attacks are pretty much unheard-of in this area, and there isn’t any deep water to fall into. If he has gotten lost in the dark, I’m sure he’ll find his way back in the light. If he’s not back when the sun comes up, we’ll organize a bigger search in the woods and surrounding area.”

Quinn waits for his mom to give the police officer shit for calling off the search and demand that they get back in there until they find him. Instead, she slowly nods and thanks them for their efforts. The officer promises to get in touch if the search in town is fruitful. Then he saunters off across the backyard, his utility belt jangling with each step, the beam of his flashlight swinging back and forth like a light show as he goes.

“That’s total bullshit,” Quinn hisses at his mom. “How could you let them leave like that when Dad is still missing?”

“They did all that they could in the dark. If they were truly worried that something awful had happened, then they would have gotten helicopters or dogs or something. Take it as a reassurance that they didn’t. They know those woods better than we do.”

His mom puts her hands on Quinn’s and Polly’s arms and starts to lead them back to the house. Quinn pulls away from her, but she doesn’t react. “Why don’t you guys try to get some sleep,” she says in that way that she thinks sounds like a suggestion but is really an order. “I’ll get a blanket and stay out here in a deck chair. As soon as your dad walks out of the woods, I’ll come tell you. Deal?”

“I think we should all just go to bed,” his nana says, walking ahead of them, her red high-heeled shoes in one hand. “But if you want to sleep in a deck chair, suit yourself.” She waves before heading toward her cabin. “Don’t bother waking me if he returns in the middle of the night. I can wait until morning to hear how it all turns out.”

“Good night, Mother.” His mom’s tone tells him she’s as irritated with his nana as he is.

They reach the back door, and his mom puts her hands on his shoulders and gives him a reassuring smile. “It’s going to be okay, Quinn. Your dad will be fine. He’s a smart and resourceful guy and this is all just a silly mix-up.”

Quinn sees red.

“That’s what you said the night Lucy died,” he barks, shrugging off her hands. “And you were wrong, and it was all your fault. If you had just come and picked me up like I asked you to, Lucy would still be alive.” He surprises himself with the last part. He didn’t know he was going to say that.

His grandmother has stopped walking and is watching them from a few feet away. His declaration freezes Polly in her tracks.

His mother’s eyes widen with shock at his words but then they narrow, and he sees a rare fury in her expression. “How. Dare. You.” Her words come out quietly, through clenched teeth. “Did it ever dawn on you that if you had stayed at that fucking sleepover like you were supposed to, none of it would have happened? Why am I always the one to be blamed for everything?” His mom’s voice grows louder with each word, her fists clench at her sides, and her cheeks bloom red. “Your dad gets stumbling drunk, flirts with other women, then wanders into the woods, and somehow it’s my fault that he’s missing? Tell me how that’s possible, Quinn. Tell me how the fuck I’m to blame. Go on, then. Tell me.”

She’s practically yelling now. “Do you think you’re the only one who’s scared that he’s missing right now? The only one who ever suffers? You selfish little—”

His nana puts a hand on his mom’s arm. “Alice,” she says firmly. “Stop.”

His mom, nods, turning away from them all, but not before Quinn sees her face scrunch up with tears.

“Go to bed, both of you,” his nana commands, and Quinn does what he’s told. He works hard to keep his own tears from falling.




Alice

She’s put on a few more layers, along with a coat, and brought out the duvet from her bed. She wraps herself in it and stretches out on the deck chair. Panda is curled into a ball on the ground beside her. Quinn had slammed the door on Panda, refusing to take her to bed with him as he usually does.

She still can’t believe she said those things to him. That if he had stayed at the sleepover, none of it would have happened. She had thought it, more than once, but never imagined she’d say it out loud. Something in her had just snapped. The ever-careful and measured maternal part of her vanished in an instant. Leaving only a tired, beaten-down, angry woman who was fed the fuck up with criticism. Her mother had tried to console her after, saying that Quinn would understand in the end, that tensions were running high, that everything would be better in the morning. Platitudes that Alice didn’t believe but appreciated hearing. She has no idea if he’ll ever forgive her for what she’s said, but she can’t even think of that right now. Her husband is missing.

She stares at the path leading into the woods. It’s not like him to disappear into nature; he’s not the outdoorsy type. That makes her wonder what drew him in far enough to get lost and not come out again?

She has a knot in her stomach the size of a small boulder. Her last words to him were awful—just be better. She’d stormed back into the party after their fight and downed a couple of glasses of wine, purposely keeping her eyes off the back door for his return and staying engaged in conversations until her guests gradually started to leave. It was when only Libby and Ralph remained that she’d realized Geoff was missing.

She’d thought the whole time that he’d been with Ralph out in his writing studio, likely complaining about her, but Ralph said he hadn’t seen him for at least an hour. Alice said he’d probably passed out on the couch out there and promised to tell him they said goodbye.

When Ralph had left to get the car, Libby had looked Alice right in the eyes and asked, “Are you okay? You seem… on edge.”

“More than usual?” Alice replied with a little laugh that sounded bitter and crackling.

“I don’t know,” Libby said, staring even harder into Alice’s eyes. “It’s different than your usual stuff. Deeper. This is not an easy time in a woman’s life, and it’s okay to admit if you’re struggling.”

Alice was so sick of people talking about menopause. She shook her head. “I’m fine, Libby. It’s just the stress of settling into a new place, that’s all. Give me a few weeks and I’ll be so relaxed and blissed-out from living in the woods you’ll barely recognize me.”

“Okay. If you say so,” Libby answered, sounding unconvinced. “And you’d better be at my Halloween party.”

Alice had reassured her friend that she’d be there, then hugged her tight, not wanting to let her go. Only once they’d pulled out of the driveway did Alice go looking for Geoff in his writing studio, leaving her mom to put away leftover food. With one hand on the door, she’d wondered if she might walk in there to find him with a woman, the one she’d seen him sharing a cigarette with earlier. She felt a wave of nausea at the thought, but also an unexpected rush of adrenaline. Something akin to a craving for the drama of it all, for the chance to unleash pure fury on him, not just for infidelity but for everything else. He wouldn’t be able to gaslight his way out of it, not if she caught him with his pants down.

She entered and, finding the cabin empty, was flooded with relief.

She’d gone back into the house to check their bedroom, thinking he’d snuck off to bed. Not finding him there, she checked the bathrooms, the TV room, and the screened porch. Only when she’d exhausted every place did she ask her family. Her mother couldn’t even remember talking to him during the party.

“You know him, always flitting about, sucking up to people,” she’d said. Alice had ignored her and gone into Quinn’s room, hoping Geoff was in there playing videogames with him.

Quinn hadn’t seen him for hours. He tried calling his cell phone, which Alice hadn’t even thought of. They found it ringing in the kitchen. Then she’d gone into Polly’s room, surprised to find her asleep in her clothes. She hadn’t wanted to wake her, but she was the only one left who might know where Geoff was. When Polly told Alice that she’d seen him go into the woods two hours earlier, she’d checked the trail-cam app on her phone.

The video shows him stumbling into the woods and disappearing into the dark. Then calling out “Hello,” but nobody answers. There’s the sound of rustling leaves, and he asks if anyone is there. Then the camera goes to static, just like it did before.

After watching the video, she called the police.

Now, sitting there alone on the back deck staring into the woods, her worry has turned to full-blown fear. What if something bad has happened to him? It would be all her fault this time. She’s the one who moved them to this house with fifty acres of forest to get lost in. She’s the one who chased him across the backyard, scolding him. She’s the one who has secretly wished him away countless times over the past few years.

A wind moves through the trees around her, making the rustling of dry leaves sound like a million hissing whispers. Panda lifts her head and growls. A shiver runs down Alice’s spine.

“Geoff?” she calls, just in case. The sound of a branch cracking rings out. She sits forward in her seat, her whole body tensed, and Panda sits up on the deck, both of them staring into the woods—waiting. The wind settles down and a heavy silence blankets the yard. Alice pulls the duvet tighter around her and calls Panda up onto her lap. Alice knows it’s ridiculous, but she just can’t shake the feeling that she’s being watched by something just beyond the tree line, something hidden in the thick dark of the woods watching her suffer.



Quinn

He knew there was no way he was going to be able to sleep until they found his dad, but there was also no way he was going to sit out on the back deck waiting with his mom either. He can’t believe she said those things to him. Part of him knows he deserved it. He shouldn’t have blamed his mom for the night of the accident. Aren’t kids allowed to lash out like that though?

Parents are not.

He tried playing videogames but was too distracted and kept making stupid mistakes that would bring his high score down, so he stopped. Now, in a moment of sheer desperation, he decides to go into Polly’s room.

She’s standing at her bedroom window, staring out at the trees and singing that creepy song about the teddy bears’ picnic.

“What the hell are you doing?” His question makes her spin so fast she loses her balance and has to use the wall to keep herself up.

“Are you drunk or something?” he says.

“No. At this point I’m hungover.” She turns back to her window.

He goes to stand beside her. “Are you looking for Dad?”

“Have you ever noticed that if you stare at the woods long enough you can see things moving in there? I can’t tell if it’s the trees themselves or shadows of the trees or…”

He waits for her to finish the sentence, but she doesn’t. He shrugs in response. Kind of knowing what she’s talking about but not wanting to think about it. They stand in silence for a few minutes, staring out the window.

“Do you think something bad happened to Dad in there?” he asks quietly.

“I think if he was hurt or something the police would have found him. Maybe he did leave the woods and go somewhere else, and nobody noticed. Mom accused him of grabbing some other woman’s ass.”

“They’re so fucked,” he says, his anger surging.

“Yeah, but at least they’re not as fucked as the family who lived here before us,” she says, turning away from the window and flopping down onto her bed.

“Did you listen to that podcast I sent you?”

“Some of it. But it creeps me out. And, like, I want to know but I also don’t want to know. You know what I mean?” She yawns and curls up into a ball like she’s about to fall asleep.

“Do you want to listen to one now, together?” He’s desperate to keep her awake. He doesn’t want to be alone yet.

“I think it will make us more worried. Don’t you?”

He shrugs. “Maybe. Or we might learn something important about this place.”

She shifts over to make room for him and pats the bed. “Okay, sure, but if it gets too intense, we’re turning it off.”

He climbs onto the bed, settling into the pillows, and she pulls up a throw blanket to cover them both. Lying next to her he can smell the wine and weed on her breath, mixed in with the smell of her shampoo. Lucy used to use the same kind, and he finds it comforting. For the first time since Lucy died, he doesn’t wish that it was Polly instead, and he feels actual gratitude for her, like he’s not alone in his fucked family. Like they’re in it together.

“Do you agree with Mom?” he asks. “That if I had stayed at that sleepover then the accident never would have happened? Do you blame me for it?”

Polly’s eyes close briefly like it’s too painful to even consider. “I don’t blame anyone,” she answers before opening them. “I don’t even let my mind go there. It won’t do anyone any good. And a lot of things happened that night. Not just you wanting to come home. Things Mom doesn’t even know.”

“Like what?”

“I don’t want to talk about it.” Polly’s voice is firm, and he knows to back off. Sometimes he forgets that she was in the accident too. They’re always so focused on the fact that Lucy died that he doesn’t think he’s ever even heard Polly’s side of things. But he knows that tonight is not the night for that talk.

“Okay. We’ll distract ourselves with the Gordon murders,” he jokes. Happy to get a small chuckle out of her, he finds the podcast on his phone and hits Play on the next episode. Polly shoots him a wary look, but he ignores her and turns it up.


Cleo: Welcome back to another episode of Killing Their Own. We’re continuing with our deep dive into the Justine Gordon case, the mother who murdered her husband and two sons over the course of three days, blaming the woods that surrounded their house as the reason for her heinous crime. On this show we like to speak to people who knew the perpetrator and people who knew the victims, to get a well-rounded picture. On the last episode we spoke to Justine Gordon’s close friend Michelle, so this week we’re getting a different perspective and talking to John Gordon’s sister, Cindy, whose brother Justine murdered with a fireplace poker.

Cleo: Thank you, Cindy, for joining us today. First off, we’d like to offer our deepest condolences for the tragic loss of your brother and nephews.

Cindy: Thank you.

Cleo: Of course. Now, can you give us a little snapshot of how things were for the Gordons before the murders? How did they appear to you? Did you see this coming in any way at all?

Cindy: [clears throat] Well, my brother and his family had been living overseas in Scotland before moving into the house in Merrymont. My sister-in-law was a professor, and she’d been invited to the University of Edinburgh to do a research project for three years. I didn’t see them much while they were there, but my brother called me every few weeks. That’s how I found out about the affair. John was sleeping with one of Justine’s colleagues. Apparently, it only happened a few times, not that the amount matters. I was shocked that he’d done something like that. Up till that point, John had always been such a good husband—loyal, loving, responsible. I think maybe it was because he wasn’t working as much while the family was over there in Scotland and Justine was totally caught up in what she was doing. You know, maybe he felt less-than or something. Men can get like that.

Cleo: Emasculated?

Cindy: Yeah, that’s the word for it. Anyways, they didn’t want to split up or anything, for the sake of the boys, so they decided to come back home for a fresh start. Justine was the one who found the new house. She bought it without John or the boys ever even seeing it.

Cleo: And when you saw Justine for the first time, back from Scotland, how did she seem to you?

Cindy: She talked openly about John’s affair. Said she just wanted to move past it and keep the family together. She thought the new house would be the fresh start that they all needed. You know, with the beautiful forest and a town where nobody knew about the affair. She said they all just needed to heal from what happened and move on.

Cleo: And did it work? Were the Gordons happy in their new home and back on track?

Cindy: At first it seemed like they were [takes sip of water]. I visited them a few weeks after they moved in, which would have been about mid-July. The boys were real excited about the pool, and my brother loved the new kitchen; he was a really good cook. They all said they were happy to be away from the dreary weather of Scotland. Justine and John had even gone to a couples-therapy weekend retreat, and they said it really helped.

Cleo: So when did you notice a change?

Cindy: Well, my husband and daughter and I went there for Christmas that year. My sister-in-law seemed okay for the most part, a bit out of it at times and on edge, but I just figured she was tired from the move and work and the holidays. My brother made a fantastic Christmas dinner. The boys were also in good spirits, real helpful to their mom. I remember that specifically. I was, you know, impressed that two teenage boys were so polite and considerate. You don’t always see that these days. They were lovely boys. [long pause] The only one who was off that visit was Justine.

Cleo: Can you give us more details about that, Cindy?

Cindy: I caught her staring at John and the boys in a weird way, as if suspicious. And she kept taking photos, but not of the whole family—just candid shots of my brother and the boys, when they weren’t expecting it, like she was going to catch them doing something underhanded. And then, my daughter and I were putting our coats and hats on to go for a walk in the woods and Justine stood in front of the door and told us we weren’t allowed to go. She said she forbade it. I actually laughed in her face, thinking she was joking. Then she leaned right into me and said, “There are bad things in those woods, and I will not let you go.” It really freaked my daughter out, so we just took our coats off and didn’t say another word about it. When I told my brother about it a few weeks later, he just laughed and said that Justine could be silly about the woods, that there was nothing in there that would hurt anyone.

Cleo: Did you see your brother again, Cindy?

Cindy: [cries for several seconds] They were supposed to come see us at Easter, but my sister-in-law canceled last-minute. She said she wasn’t feeling up to it. I suggested my brother come on his own with the boys, to give her time on her own to rest, but found out later that she didn’t give him the option.

Cleo: Had Justine ever been controlling that like that before?

Cindy: No, never. John used to come visit me with the boys all the time. Justine wasn’t the controlling type, at least not before that.

Cleo: Did you speak to your brother again, after Easter?

Cindy: He called me every few weeks, and he sounded good for the most part. Said work was going well and they all loved the house. He talked a lot about the woods, saying he’d go for long walks in there every day after work. He seemed happy and settled. That’s why when Justine called me, I didn’t think much of it. I thought it was just her being weird again. I mostly thought it was, you know, hormonal because she’d mentioned something about perimenopause. Some of us go a bit crazy because of it.

Cleo: Tell us about that phone call, Cindy.

Cleo: It was the second week of May. Right before the murders. She called me up late one night. I thought something had happened to my brother or the boys, so right away I said, “What’s wrong? Is everyone okay?” She whispered, “Nobody is okay. They’re not who they say they are.” I said, “Who’s not?” But she ignored my question. She asked me if I could tell when I talked to my brother that something wasn’t right about him. I said, no, that I had talked to him only a few days before and he seemed fine. She said, “It’s tricking us all.” I asked who, and she said the woods. I asked her to put my brother on the phone, but she refused. Then I asked if she needed me to come there to help her and she said no. She said, “I’ll take care of it myself.” Then she started crying and said, “Forgive me, please forgive me.” I thought she was asking me to forgive her for calling so late, but I know now it was forgiveness for what she was going to do.

Cleo: I know this must be so hard for you, Cindy, and I’m really grateful that you’re here today to tell us about your brother and nephews. We want to understand this heinous crime as much as you do. Did you contact your brother the next day and tell him about the strange phone call from Justine?

Cindy: [takes sip of water] I was busy the next day. We left for my daughter’s gymnastics competition, so I didn’t call. I texted him that I’d gotten a weird phone call from Justine the night before. That I was worried about her. A couple days later, when he hadn’t responded, I realized that I’d forgotten to hit Send. [sobs] When I realized this, I called him and left a message, but by then, it was too late. I called him back many times over the next few days. Finally, I tried calling Justine, but she didn’t answer either. Then I got the phone call from the police.



Quinn stops the podcast. Polly’s snoring softly. He wonders when she fell asleep. Did she hear the part about Justine Gordon not letting her sister-in-law and niece go into the woods at Christmas? Polly was right, the podcast has made him more worried. What’s in those woods that scared Justine Gordon so much? Is his dad in there with it right now?
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SUNDAY, OCTOBER 1, 2023


Alice

When Panda jumps off her lap, Alice wakes up. Outside on the deck chair, she’s slept on and off through the night, and now she’s stiff and cold. The dog stayed with Alice all night, growling, shifting nervously, her eyes never leaving the woods. Now she’s bounding across the backyard toward the path.

A weak morning sun is slowly rising and a low fog drifts over the ground. Alice unwraps the duvet and stands up on creaking legs. Panda has stopped in the same spot as usual, right at the edge of the woods, and is pacing back and forth. Alice moves toward her, hoping she’s not growling at nothing, hoping she’s sensing Geoff’s return.

There’s a strange silence to everything, as though the entire landscape is holding its breath. The quiet is so deep, Alice can hear the swish of her pant legs through the grass, and her shallow breaths as she hurries across the yard, her body not yet fully awake but working to be. Arriving at the opening to the woods, she’s flooded with disappointment. Panda is down low, growling at nothing. She thought border collies were supposed to be smart.

Alice’s entire body is tensed tight with shivering, from the early-morning cold and the abrupt waking, mostly from the shock of realizing that her husband has been missing in the woods for eight hours now. Hot tears fill her eyes, and a low, quiet moan escapes her. She can feel the panic rising, along with the urge to scream her husband’s name and run headlong into the woods, but that won’t do any good. She’s determined to keep her shit together. She’ll go inside and call the police right now, demand a proper search party.

The image of dozens of people and police dogs combing the woods for her husband causes her breath to catch. How is she here again so soon after Lucy? Terrified that she’s lost another person she loves, she mentally puts together an action plan even though so much is out of her control. Anything to prevent her brain from sliding to horrible scenarios.

Panda suddenly barks and Alice jumps. “Panda!” she scolds. The dog runs away, back to the house, where she frantically scratches at the door to be let in. She’s about to turn and follow when she hears movement just a few feet away.

“Geoff?” she calls out.

“Alice?” Her husband steps out of the woods.

“What happened?” she asks in complete disbelief, so awestruck at his appearance that she doesn’t move, doesn’t hurry to throw her arms around him as she imagined a million times last night that she would, if she could only see him again. “You’ve been in there all night?”

Geoff stops just short of her, shakes his head, looking as awestruck as she feels. “I have no idea,” he says. “The last thing I remember is going into the woods last night to pee and then being on the path just there.” He points to a spot only a few feet into the woods. “And hearing you say my name.”

Alice steps up close to him, putting her hands on his head. “Did you fall and hit your head?” She runs her hands across the front, top, back and sides and feels nothing but his even scalp and soft hair. His clothes look untouched, clean, not covered in the soil of the forest floor, or bloody from fights with wild animals, not a leaf or twig caught in his nest of curls. Not a single scratch on his skin, no dirt under his fingernails.

“Did you sit down and pass out against a tree?” She bends down low, circling his body, pulling at his pants, front and back, looking for signs that he spent the night sitting on the forest floor. Not a single stain or speck of dirt. She peers into his eyes, looking for dilated pupils. “How do you feel?” she asks. “Cold? Hungry? Scared?”

He shakes his head. “I feel. Well. I feel. Amazing.” He laughs. “Alice, I feel fucking amazing.”

Finally, she wraps her arms around him and holds on tight. He smells like the forest, a mixture of earth and wet leaves and pine needles. She starts to cry from confusion, relief, the comedown of an adrenaline-fueled night sleeping outside.

He tightens his grip on her. “It’s okay,” he whispers. “I’m here. Everything is okay.”

She waits for his words and the warmth of his body to sink through her skin and settle the unease that lingers, but that never happens. Staring over his shoulder into the shadowy depths of the woods, the place that held her husband for an entire night and spit him back out, seemingly untouched, she can’t help but wonder.

What the hell happened in there?




Beverley

Something is off about her son-in-law. She grips the mug of coffee that he just made for her, only an hour and a half after emerging from a night alone in the woods, and studies him closely. Firstly, the coffee is actually good. She’s known him for twenty years, and not once has he ever made her a good cup of coffee. Secondly, he’s being especially nice to her daughter, making her a cup of coffee, too, rubbing her back as he stands beside her. Thirdly, he says he doesn’t remember a thing about last night.

He’s showered and Alice has apparently inspected every inch of him and there’s no bump on the head, not a scratch on him. It irritates her how the whole family is acting like Geoff is some war hero returned from battle. He’s a selfish man who got too drunk and wandered off. They’re a dime a dozen as far as she’s concerned.

“You must have been so drunk you blacked out.”

She’s surprised when Geoff nods, instead of his usual defensive protest. “You’re right, Beverley,” he says, one arm slung over Alice’s shoulders, another over Quinn’s. “I was drunk last night. I can’t say whether or not I passed out, but it’s a possibility. And that’s why I’ve decided to lay off the booze for the time being. I need to do better.”

Beverley notices her daughter flinch and wonders why, hoping she’ll remember to ask her later. “Well,” she says, “seems like a night in the woods has done you some good.”

Panda is pacing at the far end of the room, growling intermittently, the way she does at the edge of the woods. “What’s wrong with Panda?” Beverley asks, hoping someone will do something about it.

“I think she’s just spooked from all the excitement,” Quinn answers. “I’ll put her in my room.” Quinn drags the dog out of the kitchen and shuts her in his room. She lets out a few angry barks and then seems to settle.

“Maybe there are extra-strong psilocybin mushrooms in the woods, and you fell into a patch of them, and they got you so high you don’t remember anything,” Polly offers, her eyes lighting up.

“Now, wouldn’t that make for a good story,” Geoff says with a laugh. “Unfortunately, Polly, even if that was what happened, I couldn’t take you back there, because I don’t remember.”

“You mean you only remember the times when you were at the edge of the woods?” Polly asks. “When you went in and when you came out?”

Geoff considers the question for a few seconds. “Yeah, I guess so.”

“Maybe you hit your head and have amnesia but don’t remember hitting your head,” Quinn offers.

“If you had amnesia, then you wouldn’t even remember who you are,” Polly points out. “So that’s a stupid theory.”

“Oh, but falling into a patch of magic mushrooms is perfectly reasonable,” Quinn argues.

“Enough. You’re all being ridiculous,” Beverley interjects. “The man got drunk and blacked out in the woods for the night. End of story.”

“It doesn’t matter what happened,” Alice says. “All that matters is that he’s back, safe and sound.”

Geoff leans down and kisses her on the mouth, causing both kids to groan. Quinn extracts himself from his dad’s arm and rolls his eyes, looking so similar to his father in that moment that it irks Beverley.

“Can I go over to Jason’s house?” Quinn asks.

Alice responds with her stock question, “Do you have homework?” Quinn glares at her without answering. “Sure,” Alice concedes, too quickly. “Just be home for dinner.” Quinn says nothing in response before leaving the room.

Beverley is not surprised that Quinn is making his mother pay for what she said last night. In Beverley’s opinion, her daughter’s delivery was a bit harsh, but she’s glad that she told one of those kids off for once. They get off way too easy with both their parents. Alice will now spend her days trying to make up for the outburst. As far as Beverley’s concerned, her daughter should simply own it and tell the kid to get over it.

“If nobody minds,” Geoff says, looking only at Alice. “I’d like to go try and get some writing done. I’m feeling inspired after my night in the woods.”

Beverley cannot believe her ears. It’s the first time she’s ever known Geoff to consult his wife before doing whatever it is he feels like doing. Usually, he just disappears. She wonders if he did fall and hit his head. Alice might’ve missed the bump.

“You sure you didn’t hit your head, Geoff?”

He gives her a quizzical look. “I’m positive, Beverley. Like I said before, no bumps, no scratches, no pain.” He doesn’t seem to understand the nuance of the question, but she can tell that Alice does. Her daughter is glaring at her.

“I don’t mind at all,” Alice says, her voice dripping with sweetness. “Thanks, though, for asking. And just don’t overdo it. You had a weird night.”

“I won’t,” Geoff says, kissing the top of Alice’s head and then pulling Polly in for a quick hug before leaving the kitchen.

“Well, getting lost in the woods seems to agree with him,” Beverley says as soon as he’s gone.

“Yeah, he’s being all mushy,” Polly says with a laugh.

“Strange, though, isn’t it?” Beverley adds. “That he doesn’t remember anything.”

Alice puts a hand over her mouth to cover a yawn. “I’m just glad he’s home,” she says, sounding exhausted. “I was really scared.”

“I can’t believe you stayed outside all night waiting for him. You must be exhausted.” What Beverley really wants to say is, You must be crazy, but she bites her tongue, as she’s become so good at doing. “Why don’t you go lie down for a bit.”

Alice smiles at her mother and nods. “Yeah, I think I will.” She turns to Polly. “Any plans this afternoon?”

Polly looks up from her phone. “The girl I met at the Labor Day barbecue texted and asked if I wanted to go for a swim this afternoon with some other girls before they close their pool for the winter.”

“Sounds fun,” Alice says. “Just be home for dinner.” Polly gives her a thumbs-up on her way out of the room.

“Looks like Quinn is still frosty after last night,” Beverley says. “Have the two of you spoken?”

Alice frowns and shakes her head. “We haven’t had a chance. What with Geoff arriving back so suddenly.”

“Even if you do apologize, I’m sure he’ll make you pay for it for days to come. That’s just what kids do.”

“Right,” Alice says with a deep sigh. “Anyway, right now I’m just so glad that Geoff’s home. I can deal with Quinn’s backlash later. It’s not like I’m not used to it. It’s not that I don’t deserve it.”

“Don’t be so hard on yourself, dear. You have your family for that.” She laughs at her own joke and then gives her daughter a gentle push. “Now, go get some rest. You look exhausted.” Surprisingly, Alice listens and shuffles off in the direction of her bedroom.

Beverley puts her coffee cup in the dishwasher and leaves through the back door for her own quarters. Outside, she notices Geoff across the yard at the opening in the trees. Standing perfectly still, his arms dangling at his sides, he is staring fixedly into the woods.

“Haven’t you had enough of those woods?” she calls out to him.

He turns slowly, looking as though he’s in a trance. “Those woods are life-changing,” he calls out to her.

“Is that so?”

“You’ll see,” he replies, smiling widely.



Polly

Polly leaves the table right after dinner because she doesn’t want to risk missing Gray if he comes by. It’s starting to get dark outside, but she leaves her curtains open, and her window. Why don’t you just put a neon sign outside that flashes Vacancy? She laughs out loud, then, as always, wonders if it’s her imagining the funny quip her sister would say if she were here right now or if her sister is actually being a bitch from beyond.

The small tap of a pebble against the window distracts her from the thought and she’s up off her bed in an instant. She sees his familiar shadowy figure standing in the trees and climbs outside to meet him.

“Hey,” Gray says, stepping into the light coming from her bedroom windows.

“Hey,” she says, acting as nonchalant as possible despite the buzzing in her veins. She really cannot believe the effect this guy has on her. “You missed the party my parents had last night. I stole a bottle of wine to share with you but…” She trails off.

“Right,” he says, looking as though he’d entirely forgotten the invitation she’d given him. “The party.” Reaching into his jacket pocket, he pulls out a joint and bends down to light it. “I’m not really one for parties,” he explains after exhaling a thick plume of smoke. He passes the joint to Polly.

“Yeah, well. I didn’t expect you to, like, hang out with my parents and their friends. I thought we’d have a party-for-two kind of thing.” As soon as she says it, she feels like a total loser. She takes a long inhale from the joint to shut herself up.

“Now, that kind of party I wouldn’t have minded,” he says, lowering his eyelids so that he looks as though he’s picturing it right then.

Polly wants to tackle him to the ground.

“I looked for your parents at the party.” She hands the joint back to him. “Or, I mean, looked for people who I thought could be your parents.”

He shakes his head, and a solemness crosses his face. “My parents don’t go to parties.”

“Oh.” Polly’s not sure what else to say. She gets the feeling that she shouldn’t push.

“I have something for you,” he says, reaching into his coat pocket. He pulls out a heart-shaped rock and hands it to her. “I found this in the woods.”

She stares down at the rock with wide eyes and parted lips, as though he’s just handed her a diamond. “That’s so sweet.” The stone is warm and almost seems to be pulsing in her palm. She can’t tell if it’s because she’s high or because she’s excited that he saw something heart-shaped and thought of her.

She looks up at him and nods toward her window. “Come inside.” He surprises her when he shrugs and says okay. She was sure he was going to refuse like last time. Finally, they’re getting somewhere. Inside, she turns on her LED lights and turns off the ceiling light and then pulls out her phone to play some music. She panics for a second about what to play. No random Apple playlist will suffice.

“Any music requests?” she asks, thinking it’s safer to have him choose.

“Got any Portishead?”

She has no idea who Portishead is but does not admit that; instead she does a quick search for their Essentials playlist. She’s not at all surprised when her room is filled with an otherworldly female voice accompanied by a soft beat and a high string melody that makes her feel like she’s sunk into another dimension.

“You have a cool room,” Gray says as he slowly walks around.

She sits down on the end of her bed and watches him, curious to see what he does away from the safety of the shadows. Most boys would rush to sit beside her on the bed and get right to it—not him. He’s picking up the perfume bottles on her dresser to smell each one before placing it back. Next, he leans in to get a closer look at the collage of photos on the wall that she made of her and her sister.

Tapping on one and turning to her he asks, “That’s you?”

She nods, then realizes her mistake and shakes her head. “No, sorry, that’s my twin sister. That’s Lucy. My God, now I can’t even tell us apart.”

He squints and studies her for a few seconds, then looks back at the photo and then back at her. “Yeah, you guys are identical,” he says, sounding slightly in awe.

Turning away from the photos he moves over to her bookshelf, examining the knickknacks. Watching him moving slowly through her space, she thinks she’s never been so attracted to a person. The way he takes care with each thing he touches, examining it thoroughly, learning her through the décor of her room.

He runs his finger along the spines of the Harry Potter books that line the shelf. They’re the only books on there. “Library a little limited here,” he says, shooting her a smile.

“My sister and I read them together. We were huge Harry Potter fans. That’s the only reason I put them on the shelf. I’ve read other books, you know.”

Gray nods as though it makes perfect sense and then finally comes to sit down beside her on the end of the bed. “Tell me about your sister,” he says, easing himself back onto the bed so that his legs hang off the end and the rest of him is propped up on his elbows.

He moves like liquid, Polly thinks. He looks up at her from under his thick, dark lashes, waiting patiently for her answer. “She was amazing. Everything I wasn’t. At times it was hard to live in her shadow.” Gray gently pulls on her arm so that she rolls back on the bed beside him. “She died in a car accident,” Polly explains, her voice flat, avoiding eye contact with him, staring up at the blue LED lights instead, thinking how garish and cheesy they seem and how the music feels as though it’s found its way right into her soul and pulled her sorrow from within to echo it back in song.

“I’m sorry,” he says, so softly she’s not sure if she imagined it. He puts a hand on her face and gently moves it so that she’s looking at him. “That makes me really sad.” And he does look sad—authentically so. Not the put-on kind that most kids her age get when they find out she has a dead twin sister. Sad like a person who has suffered their own sorrow.

They stare at each other’s sadness for several seconds, and just as she’s starting to worry that his eyes are like bottomless green pools that she might never find her way out of, he surprises her by saying, “I’d like to kiss you. If that’s okay?”

The question turns the weight of the sorrow they were sharing into flames as light as air that lick the inside of her body. She thinks this may be the hottest thing she’s ever experienced—asking first. Most guys she’s been with just start pawing at her and one thing leads to another.

She gives her permission by leaning in and putting her lips on his. They’re cold but soft, the softest she’s ever felt. He puts a hand on the back of her neck and strokes her hairline with his thumb, sending shivers all through her. The kiss is slow and sensual with him moving in and out of it, torturing her with its coyness. When she can’t take any more of it, she digs one hand into his hair to keep him in place, pushing into the kiss deeper, filling his mouth with her tongue. He smells and tastes like the forest—like tree bark and pine needles and fresh moss.

He runs his hand up the side of her body and she grinds up against his, feeling his hardness even through their clothes. She reaches down and cups it and he groans softly. So you are like other boys, she thinks with satisfaction. She moves her hand up to undo his pants, but he pulls back suddenly. He glances out the window with fear in his eyes, as though somebody is watching.

“I should go,” he says, then gently but firmly removes her hand from his hair.

“What?” Polly says, sounding shrill. “We were just getting started.” Her satisfaction has turned to embarrassment. She shifts away from him and sits up. “You have a girlfriend, don’t you?”

He laughs softly and sits up beside her, smoothing down the mess that Polly made of his curls. “No,” he says, shaking his head. “I don’t have a girlfriend. I thought it was obvious that I’m out of practice in that area.”

“Then what’s the problem?”

“There’s no problem,” he says, looking as calm and thoughtful as he always does. He takes her hand and puts it up against his heart. “There’s just something about you that makes me want our first time to be special.” He shrugs and smiles. “Is that weird?”

She shakes her head, even though she thinks it is. He’s not like any guy she’s ever known. She feels silly and immature in comparison. “No, that’s not weird at all,” she says. “It’s nice. I’m just not used to guys like you.”

He takes her hand in his and squeezes it. “Guys like me? What does that mean?”

“Smart and mature and not out for just one thing.” He nods, looking as though he’s considering her words carefully. “And who hang out in the woods and give creepy serial-killer vibes.” He breaks into a wide smile and laughs out loud, and Polly feels the energy of it all the way down her spine and into the backs of her knees.

“It’s a good icebreaker. The serial-killer thing.”

“Speaking of the woods,” she adds, hoping to keep him there longer. “My dad got lost in them last night for, like, eight hours. He found his way out this morning, but he doesn’t remember a thing that happened in there.”

“Were you worried?”

“Yeah. I was really worried. I thought he might get eaten by a wild animal or die in there or something.”

Gray shakes his head and scrunches up his face as though what she said smelled bad. “There’s nothing in there that would hurt him, Polly. You and your family have nothing to be afraid of when it comes to the woods. Nothing at all.”

“Yeah, no, I see that now,” she stammers slightly. “But when he went into the woods he and my mom were in a major fight. Since he came out this morning he’s been so nice and loving to her. I haven’t seen them get along this well, like, ever.”

Gray sweeps out his arm and looks up to the ceiling as though it’s the open sky. “ ‘Into the forest I go to lose my mind and find my soul.’ ” He waits for her to identify the source. Polly shakes her head. “John Muir, the mountaineer,” he says, as though that explains everything. “It’s a perfect metaphor for what happened to your dad. Don’t you think?”

“Yeah. Totally,” she says with enthusiasm even though she’s not sure it was that profound.

He sighs. “Anyway, I really should go.” He gets up off the bed and stands above her so that the LED lights create an eerie blue aura around him and make his skin look as though he were just pulled from the bottom of a frozen lake. Blowing her a kiss like Romeo from under the balcony, he slips through the open window and into the night. His pine scent lingers, and she lies down on her bed to curl up with it.

Opening her phone, she does a quick search about Portishead and is shocked to see that the band is thirty years old. She wonders how Gray even heard about them. She adds the Essentials playlist to her library and then turns up the music. When she’s with him she feels like he’s the one leading, but she has no idea where they’re going or where they’ll end up. The words whisper through her head as she lies there listening to the music of their first kiss, clinging to what’s left of his scent.

He went into the woods to lose his mind and find his soul.



Alice

They had sex for the first time in a year and a half. She had been keeping track, despite Geoff’s impression that she didn’t care enough to notice. Yes, there were days, weeks, months even when she felt nothing. Not a bit of stirring in that department, but then there were also stretches when she was horny as hell, when there was lots of stirring. During those periods she found it was easier to just take care of things herself. At some point grief, marital issues, and hormonal fluxes had turned her body into a sovereign nation, and asking for any kind of foreign aid felt like far too much trouble than it was worth. Besides, it only took about five minutes for her to satiate herself. She ignored the fact that it didn’t satisfy her longing and left her feeling lonely.

That’s why, when Geoff kissed her deeply, told her how much he loved her, then slowly ran a hand down her spine, something uncorked in Alice’s psyche. For the first time in she couldn’t even remember how long, her body was not insisting on isolation; it was not her enemy. It was her ally and they both wanted the same thing—contact. She wanted it so badly that it overwhelmed her concerns about the softness of her belly or the sag in her boobs.

She wasn’t sure if it was because they’d gone so long without having sex or because something about being lost in the woods for a night had changed Geoff, but the sex felt new. They didn’t follow the routine that got them both to climax as quickly as possible so that they could roll away from each other and get some sleep. They did things they hadn’t done for years.

When he went down on her, it felt like the work of three tongues, not just one, and his hands sought out places they never had before. There was sweat and groans and moans—real ones—there was the sound of skin slapping skin, there were dirty words whispered with proclamations of love following right behind them, eyes closed with pleasure and opened to witness it in the other. It was carnal and loving at the same time, it was making up for lost time and starting fresh. In some moments Alice felt like they were two wild animals fucking for survival; at other times they were new lovers only just learning each other’s bodies.

Even Geoff’s smell was new: earth, leaves, pine. He still had it, even after a day out of the forest and a shower. It wasn’t unpleasant exactly. It might have even worked like some kind of pheromone, but it was just a bit too earthy.

It will be gone by morning, she reassures herself as she begins to drift off, utterly exhausted. They’re lying naked on a bed that has been wiped clean of top sheets and blankets. She has not rushed to put clothes on or push his arm off. For once, she does not feel like fleeing from him after having sex; she feels like staying right where she is and falling into a deep sleep.

“Do you mind if I go for a swim?” Geoff’s question brings her back from the brink of unconsciousness.

“Right now?” she asks, opening her eyes. “Isn’t it cold?”

Geoff lifts his arm off her sweaty chest, and it makes a soft sucking sound. “It was warm today, so the water is probably good. Even if it’s not, I’m so hot I won’t be able to sleep.” He gets out of bed and walks over to her side still naked. She surveys his body in the light from the en suite bathroom. Is it her imagination or does he look fitter, younger, not as paunchy? Amazing what good sex can do. Transform the way you see a person.

He bends down and kisses her on the lips and then her cheeks and her forehead. “I’m really glad we did that,” he says.

“Me too,” she answers, meaning it. One night in the woods? That’s all it took for them both to finally appreciate each other—to just be better? He leaves the room, and she drifts off to sleep, only to be woken fifteen minutes later by an overwhelming need to pee. She rarely makes it through the night these days without multiple trips to the bathroom.

On her way back to bed she stops at her dresser for some pajamas and while slipping them on glances out the window to the backyard. The pool lights are on, but the water is still, and Geoff is nowhere to be seen. Peering closer, she scans the yard and sees a figure standing at the edge of the woods. By the height and shape of it, she’s sure it’s him. He’s standing perfectly still, arms at his sides, in only his bathing suit despite the October chill.

Alice grabs her phone off the bedside table and taps on the trail-cam app, going to the live function so that she can figure out what he’s looking at. The screen is static. She curses the useless piece of crap and goes back to the window. Geoff has turned away from the woods and is slowly walking across the yard toward the house.

Alice quickly gets into bed and assumes the position. Why she feels the need to act like she’s sleeping, like she didn’t just see her husband staring into the dark of the woods, she’s not sure. It’s an instinctual feeling, and when he comes into the bedroom, bringing that woodsy scent with him, she keeps her eyes closed tight until she finally does drift off to sleep.
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Quinn

It’s the first time that Quinn’s been in the new house alone. His parents went out to brunch and his sister is at work. They were gone when he woke up this morning. He found a note on the kitchen island from his mom explaining where everyone was. He read it through twice, surprised that his parents had gone out together for no reason other than to have brunch. They’ve been different since the night his dad got lost in the woods. Twice now he’s walked in on them kissing. And they haven’t gotten in one fight. He’s pretty sure that’s a record.

It’s pouring outside. After finding the note and realizing that he has at least an hour to kill without his mother interrupting him, he gets back in bed with his AirPods and pulls up the Killing Their Own podcast. He’s obsessed with the whole Justine Gordon thing and wants to listen to the next episode. The other night he spent ages searching for information online until he found a photo of the Gordon brothers. The younger one, who was his age when his mother killed him, had brown hair like his but was skinnier than him, wore glasses, and had some acne. The photo was taken in the bedroom he’s presently occupying. It doesn’t look that different from how it does now—clothes on the floor, a TV, an unmade bed, a few posters on the wall. Suddenly, he understands why his mom doesn’t want him looking into the murders. He still can’t believe that she moved his entire family, nana included, to a murder house.

The more he finds out, the worse it feels, but he can’t seem to stop. He tells himself he’ll just listen to the end of the podcast and then try to forget the whole thing. Isn’t it better to be informed about something than to be in the dark? He presses Play.


Cleo: Welcome to another episode of Killing Their Own. We’re back with our deep dive into the Justine Gordon case, the woman who killed her husband and two sons over the course of three days in May 2019 and blamed it on the woods that surrounded their family home. We have an incredible interview for you today, listeners! I was able to get an in-person interview with Justine Gordon herself. I sat down with her at the high-security psychiatric facility where she’s being held for an indefinite amount of time after being deemed mentally unfit to stand trial. Justine had one very specific rule for the interview. There is to be no discussion of the murders themselves. She only wants to talk about the woods.

Cleo: Thanks so much for agreeing to this interview, Mrs. Gordon.

Justine: Please call me Justine. And I’m happy to talk to you today in the hopes that I can make sure something like this never happens again.

Cleo: And how do you think this kind of thing could be prevented in the future, Justine?

Justine: My first recommendation would be to burn those woods right down to the ground. Get rid of the whole thing. If that’s not going to happen, then people will just have to heed my warning: Stay out of the woods. It’s as simple as that.

Cleo: When you say “Stay out of the woods,” Justine, do you mean all woods or the woods around your old house?

Justine: Not all woods. Just the ones around my house. There’s evil in there.

Cleo: What kind of evil? What do you mean?

Justine: [silence]

Cleo: Justine, you claim that your husband and sons were what? Changed? By something in the woods?

Justine: [long pause] Not just changed. Taken over. Possessed.

Cleo: Did you think they wanted to harm you?

Justine: I don’t know what they wanted. [long pause] No, they didn’t want to harm me. They didn’t do anything to me. But they weren’t my family anymore. They were different. Has someone you loved ever changed so much that you couldn’t recognize them anymore? Couldn’t reconcile the difference, and it made you feel like you were crazy?

Cleo: Yeah, I think I can relate to that. But you said that your husband and sons went into the woods and came out possessed. That feels different. Did you ever go into those woods, Justine?

Justine: Yes. I went in when we first moved there, for walks. But I always felt like I was being watched, like I wasn’t supposed to be there. When I figured out that something in the woods had taken my family, I went looking for answers. I went back in.

Cleo: Did anything happen to you while you were in there? Did you see anything strange or come out feeling different yourself?

Justine: I saw things. Shadows and figures that were there one minute and gone the next, but no, I didn’t feel any different when I came out.

Cleo: Do you have a theory as to why your family went into the woods and came out possessed but the same thing didn’t happen to you? Why were you spared and not them?

Justine: I have no idea. [pause] No, I do. I was spared because I’m the mom. I’m the one who found the house and moved my family there. What happened to them is all my fault. [starts to cry] It’s all my fault.

Cleo: [waits for Justine to stop crying] Justine, I’m confused. What are you taking responsibility for?

Justine: I didn’t murder my family! [hits the table] Those people were not my family. I’m responsible for moving my family to that house and those woods.



Quinn jumps at the sound of Justine Gordon’s hand slamming down on the table. He yanks out his AirPods and slides down in bed, staring out the window at the woods beyond. The return to silence feels strange. Is it just his imagination or does he hear faint whispers? He studies the swaying trees obscured by the heavy rain, making them look like a wall that surrounds the whole property, trapping him there. Is something really out there, he wonders, or can he ignore the ramblings of a crazy woman?

Sometimes his own mom seems crazy. He overheard her talking to herself in the kitchen the other day. It sounded like she was angry, but he couldn’t make out at what or who. A few times lately she’s walked into his room to say something but can’t remember what and stands there staring at him blankly. She also seems on the brink of tears a lot. Couldn’t all those things be signs of losing your mind?

But his mom has never gone in the woods, and his dad has. So what does that mean? He spent a full night in there and came out acting like nothing had happened, so maybe he’s the one who’s going to go crazy and murder them all. He has been acting differently. He hasn’t been hitting the bourbon and hiding out in his writing studio for hours. He’s started making dinner and doing laundry and buying groceries when his mom asks. And when his nana made a comment about it the other night, instead of getting shitty with her, he said it was long overdue that he pitched in more around the house. Quinn knows he should be happy about the change in his dad’s behavior, but something feels off about it. It’s like his dad is putting it on or something.

The wind picks up, throwing rain against the window like pellets, and thrashing the trees. Panda, who was lying on the end of his bed, sits up, looks out the window, and quietly growls. Quinn burrows deeper under his covers. What’s out there that scares her so much? he wonders. She’s started acting weird inside too—growling randomly, not coming out of his room when he calls her, sometimes sitting facing the bedroom wall he shares with Polly’s room and growling at that. She even snapped at the back of his dad’s leg the other day. Thankfully his dad didn’t notice. Maybe his dog is going crazy too.

Another strong gust of wind brings down a branch just outside Quinn’s window. What if a whole tree falls on the house? He sits up in bed, ready to run, but to where? The house is surrounded. Those fucking woods, he thinks, this fucking house. He hears the sound of the front door opening and closing and then his parents’ voices, sounding high-pitched and excited—like two teenagers who just ran through a rainstorm together.

Relief swims through him at their arrival. And then the thought surfaces: What if they’re both going crazy—together?



Beverley

She doesn’t like to go into the main house uninvited, but she’s got cabin fever. The rain has kept her holed up in there all morning and afternoon. She tried painting, but the dreary day is uninspiring. She tried reading but kept nodding off. It was when she started talking to the cats that she decided she needed to get out of there.

“Hello?” she calls out, stepping into the kitchen.

“In here,” Alice calls back with little enthusiasm.

She finds her daughter and son-in-law curled up on the couch together in front of a roaring fire, reading, with glasses of red wine in front of them on the coffee table. Envy bites at the back of her throat but she works to swallow it away. She used to have this—companionship, a lovely big home, lazy Sunday afternoons with a man. Things that felt tangible and fixed at the time but then somehow faded away, like paint on the south-facing side of a wooden house. You didn’t even notice it was disappearing until it was too late, and the wood was so rotten you had no choice but to tear it all down.

“Well, now, you two have the right idea,” she says with forced cheerfulness.

“Join us,” Geoff says in his new, uncharacteristically friendly way.

Beverley is sure she sees Alice throw him a look of annoyance, but it’s too fast to be certain. “Oh, I don’t want to intrude,” she says, hovering beside the armchair closest to the fire.

“No intrusion at all.” Beverley is grateful for her son-in-law’s words. She notices that Alice doesn’t agree.

Why does her daughter dislike her so much? Everyone else loves her company. “That’s very kind of you, Geoff,” she says, settling into the armchair.

He gets up off the couch. “Can I get you a glass of wine?”

“I’d love one, dear, thank you.” Beverley waits until he’s out of the room to lean forward and say, “He is truly a changed man, isn’t he? Like night and day. Like Jekyll and Hyde.”

Alice takes off her reading glasses and sighs. “He was never a monster, Mother. We just had some marital issues that took a back burner when we lost our daughter. I think moving here has shifted some of that and we’re both trying harder. That’s all.”

“Yes, of course, dear,” she says, to placate her daughter, who always finds a way to disagree with her. “All of that makes perfect sense. But a night lost in the woods seems to have made a world of difference as well, don’t you think?”

Before Alice can answer, Geoff returns to the room carrying a glass of wine. “Are you two talking about my night in the woods?” he asks, handing the drink to Beverley.

“My mom was just saying that you went in a monster and came out a saint.”

“That’s not what I said.”

Geoff holds up a hand to silence them both. “You’re not wrong, Beverley.”

Alice stops just short of an eye-roll, but Beverley can see the annoyance all over her face.

“Something did happen in those woods that changed me,” he continues. “I can’t say what, exactly, because I don’t remember any of it. All that I can say is that I went in there that night feeling horrible about myself. Feeling lost, full of shame and regret, sadness and anger and resentment. You name a bad feeling and I had it.” He locks eyes with Beverley and a shiver of excitement runs through her, like he’s a preacher on a pulpit ready to tell her the meaning of life. “When I came out of those woods”—he slices a hand through the air—“all of those horrible feelings were gone. I felt a thousand times lighter. Like my brain had been wiped clean of all the bad stuff and only good stuff was left.”

Beverley takes a sip of her wine. She’s feeling quite agitated now. Perhaps it’s because Geoff’s stare makes her feel like he can see the loneliness she works so hard to mask. Perhaps it’s because it’s similar to the feeling she got last night when she’d stepped out on her porch to look up at the stars. She’d felt as though she were being watched, studied to be more precise, by something that already knew her, that could see right inside of her. She couldn’t tell if it was something beyond the trees or the trees themselves, but the sensation made her want to run into the woods in search of it. At the same time, the feeling repelled and frightened her. Geoff’s stare is creating the exact same feeling.

She takes another large sip of her wine before saying, “Well, it sounds like we should all take a walk in the woods, then.” She chuckles so that they know she’s joking. So that they think that, in truth, she has nothing to change about herself, nothing to shed, nothing to hide.

“Beverley,” Geoff says, his eyes still locked on hers, “when you go into those woods, I guarantee you will come out a different person.”



Polly

She has to pee and she’s starving for something that isn’t a donut or a muffin and her hair stinks of coffee so she’s desperate for a shower. Those are her excuses for speeding home from work, despite the pouring rain. Those are her excuses for tearing up the driveway so fast that she doesn’t see the flash of gray until the very last second. She slams on the brakes but it’s too late. There’s a soft thud against the front of her dad’s SUV and a welp that forces a scream from her own throat.

Her hands are shaking as she puts the car in park. She can see the lifeless form of a four-legged animal lying a few feet from the front of the car, its dark gray fur spotlit by the headlights. She thinks it might be a big dog, or maybe a coyote. Bigger than a coyote, more like a wolf, but she remembers the police saying there weren’t any animals in the woods that would hurt you. Wolves can hurt you, can’t they?

She waits a few seconds, hoping it will jump up and run off. When it doesn’t, she slowly opens the car door and slides out into the rain. The light outside is neither night nor day but an in-between that confuses the eye and plays tricks on the mind. That’s what she tells herself when the animal lifts its head at her approach, and she finds herself looking into mossy-green eyes that feel more human than animal.

Like Gray.

The animal squirms on the ground before wriggling itself back onto all fours, its eyes still fixed on Polly. Wolf, Polly thinks, once she sees the size of the animal. Its head is easily as big as her own and she’s sure if it were to stand on its hind legs it would be taller than her. She takes a few cautious steps back, coming up against the car, trapped there, not sure what to do. The wolf is perfectly still, the only detectable movement the rising and falling of its sides as it breathes. Its eyes are still locked on Polly’s.

“Gray?” she asks quietly. She’s immediately flooded with embarrassment.

The wolf turns its large head and trots across the driveway and into the woods.

“Get a grip,” she whispers as she gets back into the car, soaked fully through by the rain. But she’s relieved that she didn’t kill it. She couldn’t have carried more guilt than she already does.

Only the other day she’d gone looking for Gray’s scent amongst the trees. Rubbing her hands with pine needles and leaves from the ground and putting them to her face to inhale deeply. It wasn’t quite the same, but it was close enough. When she’s not with him, she’s thinking about him, wondering when he’ll show up next, re-creating his scent when it’s not soon enough, and seeing his eyes in the face of a wolf.

She’d seen him two days ago but already it feels like too long. They smoked a joint outside together and then he agreed to come in again. This time she didn’t let him go wandering around her room. Instead, she put on that band he likes, Portishead, and led him to the bed. They started kissing and she tried to undo his pants, but like the last time, he stopped her. When she protested, he stroked the side of her cheek and looked into her eyes.

He said, “Let me get to know you first.” Then with great care, like she was a breakable object, he removed her sweatshirt and sweatpants so that she was lying there in only her bra and underwear. He kneeled above her on the bed, looking down. His eyes slowly roamed over her entire body like he was trying to commit every detail to memory.

For once in her life, she was speechless, afraid that anything she might say would ruin the moment. No one had ever studied her like that before. Most boys consumed her body in fragments, needing only to see her boobs, maybe a glimpse of her ass, to get them off. Gray wanted all of it. He lay down beside her and ran his hand over her bare skin, so lightly that it felt like feathers brushing her. “Close your eyes,” he whispered, and she did.

Surrendering completely.

He found the tattoo on her hip of the Gemini constellation. “What’s this all about?” he’d asked, tracing it.

“My sister and I each got one,” she answered, resisting the urge to move his hand away, to protect it. “It’s the Gemini constellation because of the twin thing. We didn’t tell anyone we got them. It was our secret.”

He kissed it softly and said, “Thank you for sharing it with me.”

Then he moved on to press dozens of kisses across her stomach, her chest and arms, even her bare legs and the bottoms of her feet. The coolness of his lips was like snowflakes landing and melting on her warm skin.

In the midst of it all, something broke in her—the flimsy box she’d built around her heart after her sister died. His touch caused the box to splinter and fall away, leaving her vulnerable. Exposed. Tears slowly began to slide from her eyes and drop down into the thick of her hair. She didn’t make a sound on the outside, but it was so loud on the inside. A deafening whooshing sound, like waves crashing through her skull bringing the strong tide of too much emotion—sadness, happiness, desire, loneliness, hope. All of it about to break out of her in the form of sobs, and then—he bit her.

On the fleshy part of her left side. Hard enough to illicit a yelp and cause her eyes to fly open. Hard enough to draw pinpricks of blood and leave a mark that resembled a crescent moon. When she looked down at him, he was smiling up at her.

“I’m sorry,” he said, although he looked anything but. “I got carried away. You taste so good.”

She laughed and pulled him up so that she could kiss him, tasting her own blood on his tongue. They kissed for a while and then he wrapped her in the blanket on her bed and said he had to go. He told her he might not be able to get back for a while, but when he did, they’d go on an adventure. Before leaving, he pulled a small piece of wood in the shape of a heart from his coat pocket.

On it he’d carved Polly + Gray.

“For you,” he said, handing it to her. Then he leaned down and yanked a long strand of hair from her head. “For me,” he said, before wrapping it around his finger so that it looked like a ring.

Then he went to the window, blew her a kiss, and slipped outside. She was left thinking that he was the oddest, most interesting person who she’d ever met. She couldn’t get enough of him.

Getting out of the car now and making her way to the front door, she resolves that enough is enough. The Polly I know always made guys hungry for her, not the other way around. She’s just about to answer her sister’s voice when the front door swings open, only inches from her face, and Quinn pokes his head out.

“What the hell are you doing out here?”

“I just saw a wolf,” she answers.

“A wolf? Holy fuck.” Quinn goes right into panic mode. “No wonder Panda is so scared all the time. Way to go, Mom,” he calls into the house over his shoulder. “We now live in fear of wolves in this murder house.” He storms back inside, letting the door slam.

“I’m not afraid,” Polly whispers.

Maybe you should be, her sister’s voice whispers back.
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Alice

Alice pauses on the back deck to take in the landscape. As the sun begins to set, the treetops look like they’re on fire with their orange and red leaves. It’s truly breathtaking, Alice thinks, as a shower of colorful leaves rains down around her in slow motion, dislodged by the breeze. The place is finally starting to feel like home. There hasn’t been an incident in two weeks—no dead animals, no one getting lost in the woods, no wolf sightings—and the kids are doing well and so are she and Geoff. For the first time in over a year she feels like they’re all going to be okay.

She makes her way to her mother’s cabin, taking pleasure in the crunch of fallen leaves underfoot. Through the screen door she can see that her mother is cleaning paintbrushes at the sink. “Mom? Can I come in?” she asks through the door. A learned habit from childhood. If you see a paintbrush in my hand, do not come in the room, her mother used to tell her.

“Yes, dear,” she calls back over her shoulder. “I’m just finishing up.”

Alice has to yank on the screen door to get it open. “That door’s a bit annoying,” she says, stepping inside.

“It is.” Beverley turns away from the sink, wiping her hands on her painting apron. “It doesn’t shut on its own. You have to pull it, but then it’s hard to get unstuck when you want to open it again. I’m worried one of the cats will get out if it’s not shut properly.”

“I can have Geoff look at it,” Alice offers.

Beverley waves a hand dismissively. “Next year, when the weather gets warm again. I only had the main door open today because of the paint fumes. They’re much stronger in such a small space.”

Alice ignores the size comment. “Did you remember that Geoff and I are having a date night tonight? So, it’s just you and the kids for dinner.”

“How romantic,” Beverley replies, and Alice thinks she detects jealousy in her voice. “You two certainly are lovey-dovey lately. I hope it lasts.”

And there it is, Alice thinks. “I don’t think it’s just a phase, Mom,” she explains, trying not to sound defensive.

Beverley holds up both hands in surrender. “I didn’t mean anything by it.”

You meant everything by it, Alice thinks. “Anyway, I just threw together a pesto pasta and a salad for you and the kids.”

“Lovely, dear,” her mother says, lifting the apron over her head to hang on a hook. “Would you like some help getting ready?”

Alice glances down at the dark jeans and flowy black blouse that she chose for the night. “I am ready.”

“Oh, well,” her mother says, looking her up and down. “What about adding a bit of color to the ensemble? Or at the very least some color on your lips. You’re looking a bit tired. You have no idea how a nice bright pink can refresh you.”

“I’m not you, Mom.”

Her mother trills. “No one would accuse you of that, my dear.”

Alice turns to leave. She’s had enough of her mother’s judgment. “I better go, Geoff’s waiting for me.”

“Yes, of course. Should I sneak Geoff some money before you go so that he can pick up the check?”

It takes all of Alice’s restraint not to turn around and tell her to fuck off.

She slips through the screen door without a word. Just once she’d like to have an exchange with her mother that didn’t leave her feeling ugly and inadequate. Is that really so much to ask, she wonders. “Why don’t you go get lost in the woods, and stay there,” she mumbles.

She goes around the side of the house to meet Geoff at the car, so that the kids don’t rope her into one last thing they need. As she’s passing Polly’s window, she hears movement in the woods beside her and stops. It sounded like something big, as big as a person.

Without thinking, she rushes into the trees, sure she’s going to find the predator who made those footprints, who carved that thing into the tree and then somehow made it disappear. Her heart is racing as she scans the landscape. “Hello?” she calls out when she doesn’t see anyone. “I know you’re there.” She stands still to listen, every muscle in her body tensed, but all she hears is the wind through the trees. Whatever made that noise is either hiding or gone.

“What are you doing?” Geoff’s voice startles her. He’s standing at the edge of the woods, looking in at her.

“I heard something,” she answers. “It sounded big, like a person.”

“There’s nothing in there.”

“How can you be so sure?” Alice asks. “I definitely heard something.”

“Are you okay, sweetie?” He’s looking at her with honest concern, and she can’t remember the last time he called her that. He must be seriously worried about her. She can’t really blame him; twice now she’s come in here claiming that something is here that isn’t. Maybe she is losing her mind.

She forces a laugh and starts toward him. “I’m fine. Honestly. It was probably just a squirrel or something, but I thought I’d check. No big deal.”

He holds out a hand to her and she takes it, letting him lead her out of the trees.



Beverley

She can tell Alice is annoyed at her, but her daughter is too sensitive. Her whole generation is too sensitive. Beverley just tells it like it is, so how is she the bad guy? Going into the bathroom, she touches up her lipstick, something Alice should do more of. It may only be a dinner with her grandchildren, but she still wants to look presentable.

In her kitchen, she debates whether to make herself a cocktail to take with her, or drink Alice’s wine instead. She decides to save the cocktail for later and drink the wine. “Bye, my lovelies,” she says, scanning the room for her cats as she heads for the door. Flame, her calico, is there on the chair with Dusty, the gray one, curled up beside her. Soot, her deaf black cat, is nowhere in sight.

She glances to the screen door and, with dismay, sees that it’s partially open. Alice must not have pulled it tight when she left. She curses her under her breath. Pushing the door fully open she catches sight of the cat out on the lawn, sniffing his way toward the woods. The sun has almost set, and deep shadow is spreading across the back lawn.

“Goddammit!” Of all the cats to get out, he can’t hear her call. She’s just down the steps of the cabin porch when Polly pops her head out the back door of the house.

“Dinner’s ready, Nana.”

Beverley waves to show she’s heard her. “Okay, give me a minute. Soot got out and I just need to get him back inside.”

“Do you need help?”

“No, too many people will scare him. I’ll sneak up and grab him, won’t be a minute.”

Polly shrugs and stays by the door, watching.

Beverley tiptoes up behind the cat. She’s sure she’s got him, but then he bounds forward, putting more distance between them.

“Actually, Polly,” she calls out, “can you open a can of tuna and bring it to me? He’ll be drawn by the scent. I can’t let him go into the woods or I’ll never get him back.”

Polly ducks back inside and Beverley feels a flash of gratitude for her. She’s not a bad girl really, just a bit self-centered and sneaky. She moves cautiously to try to close in on the cat, but the array of scents pulls him in all different directions. Soot is now only a few feet away from the opening in the trees. Beverley looks back at the house, hoping to see Polly appear with that can of tuna. Her gratitude quickly turns to annoyance. How hard is it to open a can of tuna?

Beverley gets down low and creeps toward the cat, close enough to touch the tip of his black tail, but then he’s off again, running full-speed into the woods. She cries out in frustration. She straightens up to follow and jogs as fast as her creaky knees will allow.

“Kitty,” she calls out, even though he’s as deaf as they come. She moves farther along the path, deeper into the trees, scanning the landscape wondering how she’s ever going to find him.

She’s ready to go back and get the tuna herself when she hears a meow. It’s faint, coming from up ahead, but she’s sure she heard it. Then again, louder this time. She quickens her pace, though the woods are unfamiliar and the ground is uneven.

Her foot catches on something and she pitches forward, landing hard on the ground, face-down.

She stays there for a few seconds, waiting for the wind that was knocked out of her to return. She listens for more meows, but there’s only deep, unnerving silence. Woods should not be this quiet, she thinks. Putting both hands on the ground to push herself back up, she stops short when she feels a cool hand on the back of her neck holding her in place.



Polly

“I’m sorry, I couldn’t find the can opener,” she calls out as soon as she’s got the back door open, but her nana isn’t there. Polly looks across the lawn and thinks she sees a flash of yellow disappear into the woods. Her nana was wearing a yellow sweater, wasn’t she?

She calls out to Quinn, who’s in the kitchen behind her. “Come on. Nana’s gone into the woods looking for Soot. We should help her.”

Surprisingly, Quinn abandons his pasta and hops up without a fight. The two of them jog across the lawn and through the opening in the trees but stop short. It’s dark in there—night comes earlier amongst the trees. Polly doesn’t see any more flashes of yellow. They both call out for her and listen, too afraid to go any farther.

“What should we do?” Polly asks, secretly hoping that he doesn’t suggest going deeper.

“I have an idea,” Quinn says, turning back in the direction of the house. “I’ll get my drone and fly it above the trees and see if we can spot her that way.”

“Okay. Hurry. It’s almost dark.” He takes off, leaving her alone in the woods. She hears the sound of a branch cracking just up ahead. “Nana?” she calls out. “Are you there?” The wind picks up, moving through the trees, making a hissing noise in the dry leaves.

“Sorry, Nana,” she whispers, before hurrying out of the woods and back onto the lawn, where there’s still a trace of light. Quinn is heading in her direction.

He puts the drone on the ground and hands Polly his phone. “You watch the live video and look for Nana while I fly it.”

Quinn has already opened the screen she’ll watch the drone footage on. It’s blank but Polly focuses on it, waiting. Quinn fiddles around with the control panel and the drone suddenly lifts straight up into the air. The screen lights up with visuals of the lawn and trees, and them standing just below it.

“It’s working,” she calls out. Quinn maneuvers the drone up high above the tree line then sends it forward away from them and over the woods. There’s a staticky noise right before the picture on the screen disappears, replaced with gray fuzz. “Is this normal?” Polly holds it out for Quinn to see.

“No!” he yells at her, looking down at the control panel and then over at the screen. “You must have pressed something on the phone.”

“I did not,” she snaps back.

“Well, it’s never done that before.” He moves the control panel to one hand and is reaching for the phone with the other when there’s a popping noise, like a fuse blowing or an outlet shorting. The lights on the control panel go out and the screen on his phone turns black.

“What the fuck?” he mumbles, looking from the control panel to his phone. He tries to turn the panel back on, but nothing happens. He tries to reload the live stream, but the screen stays black. “It shorted out,” he says, shaking his head in disbelief.

“I don’t understand geek talk,” Polly says. “Is the thing broken or what?”

He stares into the woods and then nods. “I think so.” They stand there in silence, staring at the trees. Darkness has fully fallen, and the only light is coming from the windows of the house.

“We have to call Mom,” Polly says. “We need to tell her that Nana is lost in the woods.”



Alice

They’re halfway through their first drinks and have only just ordered their entrées when Alice gets a phone call from Polly. Her daughter is out of breath, but Alice gets the gist. She tells Polly they’re on their way.

“What’s going on?” Geoff asks.

“Polly said that my mother went into the woods after one of the cats and the kids think she’s gotten lost in there.” Alice signals to the waiter so that they can cancel their order. Geoff takes a sip of his drink, a mocktail of his own choosing. Since his night in the woods, he’s barely touched alcohol, only the odd glass of wine.

“How long has she been gone?” he asks calmly.

“I’m not sure, almost an hour it sounds like.” Alice waves to the waiter, more frantically this time. “Apparently Quinn flew his drone over the woods to see where she was, and it broke.” She turns her attention to the waiter to explain that they have a family emergency and must leave unexpectedly. The waiter nods and hurries off to get their bill. She puts her phone in her purse and reaches around for her coat. Geoff continues sipping on his drink.

“And it’s dark out now, so…”

He nods and sucks it back in one go. “I guess we’d better go home, then.” He takes the paper umbrella from the drink and pulls it closed, then opens it back up. “I can’t believe they still put these things in drinks.”

Alice shakes her head in disbelief, but Geoff’s too busy studying the umbrella to notice.

“Yeah, well, I don’t really care about the stupid umbrella. I’m just a bit preoccupied that my mother is lost in the woods in the dark and the kids are freaking out.”

Geoff’s head snaps up and he looks surprised. “I’m sorry. I didn’t realize you were really worried. I’m sure your mom will be fine.” He gives a little laugh and shrugs. “I mean, I was.”

“Yes, but you’re not a seventy-eight-year-old woman, are you?” She gets up and pulls money from her wallet to toss on the table. The waiter is taking far too long to bring a bill for only two drinks and she’s not waiting another minute. Geoff gets up as well, grabs his coat off the back of the chair, and follows her as she marches toward the front door.

“Should I call the police?” she asks on the way out, reaching in her purse for her phone.

Geoff puts a hand on her lower back to guide her though the tables, something he never used to do. Instead, he used to get up from the table first to go to the bathroom, leaving her to pay the bill.

“No,” he says firmly. “Let’s not involve the police yet. They don’t know those woods any better than your mother does, and it will only blow things out of proportion.”

Alice is not sure how an old woman lost in the woods is not an emergency, but she puts her phone away. She decides to wait until she’s home and able to assess the situation before she calls them.

All the way home from the restaurant, Alice thinks of the thing she mumbled after leaving the cabin, about her mother getting lost in the woods. She knows she was just being stupid, but it feels like she manifested it and now she’s wracked with guilt. Mother-daughter guilt is almost as potent as mother-child guilt. Pulling into the driveway, Alice prays that her mother comes out to greet them, safe and sound.

Instead, Polly and Quinn come around the side of the house looking tense.

Quinn is holding the drone control panel against his body as though it’s a wounded animal. In a flurry, he and Polly take turns recounting what happened. Soot getting out of the cabin, Nana going after him into the woods, the kids going in after her but not seeing any trace. Then the whole episode with the drone, the static on the screen once it flew into the woods, and the device shorting out completely.

“I’ll get a good flashlight and go in and have a look,” Geoff says before heading toward the house.

“No,” Alice calls out. “I’m not losing you in there again.”

Geoff turns back. “I’ll stick to the path and won’t go too far.” Alice starts to protest again but he holds up a hand. “It’s just a forest, Alice. I’ll be fine. Besides, I’m sober this time.”

“Okay. We’ll come stand at the start of the path and if you get turned around you can call out and we’ll call back to guide you.”

Geoff chuckles, like Alice is being dramatic, but then gives a thumbs-up. “Good plan. Can you please get me a blanket to take for when I find her?”

“Yes, of course,” Alice says, following him. Her earlier irritation at her husband disappears now that he’s taking charge. She’s even impressed that he thought of bringing a blanket. It’s the kind of detail that Alice might come up with.



Now Alice stands at the opening in the woods with a lantern, the same one she used when Geoff went missing, her body tensed, waiting for any sound or sign of Beverley and Geoff. All the outside lights are on, so the lawn is bright and surreal-looking.

It’s gotten cold. It’s the chill that comes every October that she’s never ready for, and it makes her bones ache. Alice shivers in her plaid wool coat and her guilt deepens. She sent Quinn and Polly inside to warm up and put on a few more layers, mostly because she needed a break from putting on a brave face for them both. She’s scared, but she doesn’t want them to see that.

Her mind has run through every worst-case scenario—animal attack, heart attack, violent fall. Alice fights to keep the tears away, which surprises her. She’d thought she was numb when it came to her mother. That the years of harsh words, judgment, conditional love, selfishness, and a complete lack of apologies had sandpapered Alice’s heart down to an unfeeling stump.

Turns out she was wrong. There’s love inside her for her mother, wrapped up with the naïve hope that one day she’ll finally get what she needs from her. It’s the love and hope, when faced with the possibility of her mother’s death, that is causing Alice to feel a pulling-apart of the carefully constructed seams of her adult persona.

“It’s weird, don’t you think?” Polly says, coming up from behind with Quinn, causing Alice to quickly wipe at the tears in her eyes.

“What’s weird?” Alice asks, pressing pause on her unraveling to sound calm and in control in front of her kids.

“Dad getting lost in there and then Nana so soon after. And the drone thing. It’s like the woods are a black hole or something.”

Alice reaches out and puts an arm around her daughter and feels Polly relax into her. “I think it’s just because we’re not familiar with it. I mean, there’s almost fifty acres of forest back there. We’re bound to get lost until we learn it.”

Quinn huffs beside her. “The woods as a black hole? Impossible. Black holes have infinite gravity, and mass is both compressed and stretched. No human would survive going into a black hole. They also happen in space and—”

“Okay, nerd,” Polly interrupts. “I didn’t mean an actual black hole. It’s a metaphor. I just meant there’s something strange about the woods. When your stupid drone malfunctioned, you said the same thing.”

Alice waits for Quinn’s backlash, but when he doesn’t say anything she jumps in. “There’s nothing strange about the woods. Maybe there’s just no cell reception in them. And drones malfunction all the time, don’t they? I mean, technology can be glitchy.”

“Do you think the woods might have something to do with why Justine Gordon killed her family?” Polly asks.

A shiver crawls down Alice’s spine at the thought. She’s just about to respond that the two aren’t connected when a light appears through the trees, bobbing toward them.

“Dad?” Quinn calls out.

“It’s me and Beverley,” Geoff calls back.

The only thing keeping Alice from crumpling to the ground and sobbing like a child is her arm around Polly, who unknowingly holds her up.

Geoff steps free of the trees and Beverley is right there beside him. “Look who I found,” he says. Alice’s mother has the blanket draped over her shoulders and she’s holding on to Geoff’s arm for support, but otherwise she looks fine.

“Mom.” Alice rushes forward to give her a hug. I didn’t manifest my mother’s disappearance, she thinks, flooded with a relief that makes her buoyant. I am not an evil daughter—today.

Her mother lets Alice hug her, hold her even, for a few seconds. “Are you okay?” Alice asks.

Her mother pulls free from the embrace and gives Alice a pat on the arm. “I’m fine, dear. A little bit chilled, but otherwise I feel great.”

“Let’s get her inside, warm her up with a bit of bourbon,” Geoff says, putting an arm around Beverley’s shoulders and leading her toward the house.

“Nana, what happened?” Polly asks as they move in a group across the lawn.

“I’m not sure, dear,” she answers, sounding less like her confident self and more like a confused, but surprisingly cheerful, old woman. “It’s all a bit of a blur.”

“You were gone for almost two hours,” Quinn says. “We were calling for you and we tried to find you using my drone, but it broke.”

“That’s very sweet of you,” Beverley says, turning to give Quinn a smile, seemingly unaffected by the panic that everyone felt at her disappearance.

“The path is just one big loop,” Geoff explains. “I found Beverley on the lowest part of it, down the hill. I told her she must have just been going in circles but wasn’t able to tell in the dark.”

“Thank God you came for me,” Beverley says, reaching up to pat his hand on her shoulder.

Alice has never heard such warmth for her husband in her mother’s voice. Alice feels a tug on her jacket and turns back. Polly has stopped walking and is giving her a look that stops Alice dead.

Polly points toward Beverley’s cabin. “What the fuck?” Her daughter whispers so low that only the two of them can hear it.

Alice follows Polly’s sightline to her mother’s cabin, taking in the front door, which is closed, then moving to the window beside it. In it sits her mother’s black cat, Soot, his ears pressed against his head, teeth bared.



Polly

“Mom,” she says, pointing at the black cat in her nana’s cabin window. “I saw that cat with my own eyes out here on the lawn. And Quinn and I have been out here all night, so how the hell did he find his way out of the woods and let himself inside without us seeing?”

Her mom looks stunned, staring at the cat. “He must have come around another way.”

“And opened the front door, then closed it behind him?” Polly is incredulous.

“Well, no, of course not. Cats can’t open and close doors.” Alice shakes her head. “I don’t know, Polly. Let’s go inside and get your nana’s version of things.” Alice turns to go, but Polly reaches out and grabs her coat again.

“Nana was wearing a yellow sweater when she went into the woods.”

“What was she wearing when she came out?” Alice asks, looking toward the house, but her mother has already slipped inside with Geoff.

“A blue one.”

“Maybe it was a neighbor’s black cat on the lawn,” her mother offers. “And maybe Nana was wearing two sweaters and took the yellow one off in the woods.”

“Mom!” She is practically yelling. “Something is not right about tonight. When I came outside Nana said, ‘Soot got out.’ Don’t you think she’d realize if it wasn’t her cat? And why on earth would she wear two cardigans?” The pitch of her voice is rising, but she doesn’t care.

Her mom sighs deeply and puts a hand to her forehead, the thing she does when she’s stressed. “I don’t know, Polly, but instead of standing here playing Nancy Drew, I’m going to go inside and talk to Nana.”

“Who’s Nancy Drew?” Polly asks.

Her mom snorts, gently pulling free of Polly’s grasp. “Google it.”

Going over to her nana’s cabin, Polly checks the door. It’s shut tight. She checks the window where the cat is now meowing at her; it’s also shut tight. Walking around the cabin, she looks for any way that a cat could get in and out undetected but doesn’t find anything.

She decides to go inside and question her nana herself but as she’s making her way to the back door, she hears someone call her name from the trees at the side of the house. Her stomach does that weird roller-coaster thing. She hesitates, but only briefly.

“Hey,” she says casually. It’s been almost a week since she’s seen Gray, and it was torturous, but she doesn’t want him to know that.

He steps into the light from the house and the thick heat of attraction runs fast though her veins. He’s wearing his usual: black hooded sweatshirt and black jeans. But over that is a thin black North Face jacket. He’s wearing a black baseball hat backwards that makes him look boyish and bad at the same time.

“It’s Friday the thirteenth,” he says with a wide grin.

“You’ve got that right,” Polly says with a frown. “My nana just got lost in the woods for two hours because she was chasing a cat that’s now sitting safely in her cabin.”

Gray tilts his head and narrows his eyes with confusion. “What?”

Polly shakes her head, not even sure how she’d explain it. “Nothing. It’s just been a weird night.”

“So, does that mean you don’t want to go on that adventure I promised?”

His question erases all concern for her nana and the strange events of the night. “No! I want to go on an adventure,” she says with too much enthusiasm. “I mean, I love adventures,” she adds, toning it down.

“Great. Let’s do it, then.”

She pulls her phone from her back pocket and texts her mom: I’m going over to Natalie’s for a while.

Gray reaches into his coat pocket and pulls his hand out in a closed fist. He holds it out to Polly and opens his fingers to reveal what looks like gray, withered plant roots. “Shrooms?”

Polly sends one more text to her mom: Don’t wait up, I’ll probably sleep over.

She takes what Gray’s offering and shoves it in her mouth, washing it down with the water that he holds out to her, trying hard to resist gagging on the horrible taste and texture of the plant.

He takes her hand in his. “Ready?”

“Where are we going?”

“Why, the woods, of course,” he answers, pulling her into the trees.
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Alice

She drives home slowly, sipping the herbal tea she got at Polly’s coffee shop, wishing she’d gotten a latte instead. You were supposed to drink herbal tea after an early-morning yoga class, she knew, not a latte, and Alice was not immune to that pressure. Polly looked at her weirdly when she ordered it.

Before that, though, she’d been standing in line with the Sunday-morning rush of customers, watching her daughter behind the counter. Studied the practiced, polite smile she gave to each customer, how they leaned in closer to her like she was magnetic, smiling back and dropping coins in the tip jar. Alice marveled at how deftly Polly worked the espresso machine, steamed the milk, bagged the baked goods. How fast her fingers flew across the screen of the little iPad thing that has replaced cash registers. Alice felt a sense of loss that came from watching her daughter existing in the world as an independent being, with no need for her mother. But there was pride mixed in there, too, making her want to turn to the person in line behind her and say, That’s my daughter. Isn’t she smart and capable and beautiful?

She’d felt relaxed during the yoga class, but that didn’t last and she’s now back to her usual state of mixed emotions and unease. She wonders if she’ll ever not be anxious. Her therapist told her she should try to fit in at least one yoga class a week to help her learn how to relax and be more mindful. She hadn’t gone since they moved to Merrymont—until this morning. To a nearby studio that one of the neighbors had suggested.

It was during savasana, when she was no longer concentrating on doing the postures correctly, that her thoughts came charging in. She knows that you’re not supposed to think about anything during that part, but her brain rarely cooperates. It went right to Polly quizzing her on Friday night about Beverley’s sweater change in the woods and how the cat had gotten back inside the cabin.

She’d asked her mother about both things. Beverley had looked down at the sweater she was wearing and shrugged, saying, “I honestly can’t recall what I was wearing when I went into the woods.” In response to the cat mystery she’d said, “Aren’t cats amazing creatures?”

Beverley couldn’t remember anything other than following the cat in and tripping on a tree root before it all went blank. The fall made Alice assume she’d hit her head. Despite that, though, her mother said she felt amazing, better than she had in years. Alice encouraged her mother to go to the hospital to get checked out, but her mother dismissed the idea with a laugh and said the bourbon would do nicely.

Alice’s next stop was the trail-cam footage. But the camera proved absolutely useless, again. The last thing recorded was a crow landing on a branch a few feet away at 6:26 p.m. and then the camera went to static and stayed that way for thirty minutes. When it came back online, nothing was recorded after that, not even when they were all standing at the edge of the woods waiting for Geoff to return with Beverley. Alice had to assume the thing had shorted out, just like Quinn’s drone. It was all “pretty fucking suspicious,” as Polly had said, after she’d asked to see the footage from that night and Alice had explained there wasn’t any.

Another oddity she didn’t dare mention to Polly was how similar her mother’s experience was to Geoff’s—neither remembered a thing about being lost in the woods but both came out feeling better than when they’d gone in.

This had Alice thinking about the details of Geoff’s night in the woods. She could remember what he was wearing when he came out of the woods—jeans and a red-and-black buffalo-check button-down—because she’d examined him closely for blood and bumps. But she couldn’t remember what he was wearing when he went in. She’d taken photos of her and Libby the night of the party, so she looked them up on her phone. In the background of one of the photos, half of Geoff’s body was visible. He was wearing a denim button-down.

No black-and-red buffalo check in sight.

The sight of it snatched her breath away, then her brain swooped in to take care of it. He must have changed partway through the party. Maybe he’d spilled something on the denim shirt and had ducked away to put something else on. She didn’t ask him, because she didn’t want to hear otherwise, but lying there in savasana pose days later, doubt crept back in.

By the time the yoga teacher told them to bring their focus back into the space by wiggling their fingers and toes, Alice’s brain hurt from all the thinking she’d done. She’d always had the tendency toward anxiousness, but after Lucy died, after she’d surfaced from the crippling grief and set about trying to get through each day in a semi-productive way, the anxiety became a steady, low-level hum.

Alice’s therapist told her the car accident had deprived her of a feeling of control, which was the root cause of her anxiety. She told her to assert control whenever she could by noticing her anxiety, checking if her fears were rational, correcting her thoughts if they weren’t, and taking action if they were. That’s why, as she pulls into her driveway, Alice decides she’s going to go into the woods with some red ribbon and clearly mark the trail. If members of her family keep getting lost in there, she’ll fix it so they can find their way out. She will take control of the situation and see what’s in there for herself.

Geoff’s car is in the driveway, but he isn’t in the house. Alice assumes he’s busy in his writing studio so doesn’t bother him. Quinn texted earlier that he was going to Jason’s, and he still hates her, so he won’t be joining her either. Alice puts on running shoes and finds some red yarn in a box filled with items from a previous junk drawer. She slides her phone in the side pocket of her leggings and heads out. Halfway across the yard, a tug of guilt causes her to turn back around and knock on her mother’s door.

There’s no answer when she knocks, so she pokes her head in. “Mom?” One of the cats runs up to rub herself against Alice’s leg, but other than that, there’s no sign of life. Alice shoos it away and shuts the door, curious where her mother could be but relieved that she doesn’t have to bring her along. Beverley would probably make fun of her for the ribbon idea anyway.

It’s a beautiful, sunny fall day, but at least three degrees colder in the woods than on the lawn, and Alice immediately regrets the light windbreaker she’s wearing. Walking farther in than she has before, she’s amazed at how thick the forest is around her. The sun barely breaks through the canopy overhead, and when it does it creates only thin spears of light stretching to the forest floor. It feels as though she’s stepped into a whole new dimension, but she’s only yards from her home. Otherworldly, that’s the word that comes to mind.

At twenty paces into the woods, Alice ties her first ribbon. It feels like a silly, pointless task. She carries on, though, deciding that she might not go as far afield as she’d originally thought.

After about ten minutes of walking and ribbon tying, Alice notes that the path curves and slopes downward. A wall of earth and tree roots rises over Alice’s head on one side of the path while the other side drops down into a ravine of tall ferns. From above it looks like an ocean of green, the leaves undulating in the breeze like waves. She can’t believe how vibrant they are, even in October.

Alice steps to the very edge of the path on the ravine side. She wants to capture the sea of ferns with her phone, already knowing the photo won’t do it justice. Leaning forward over the edge and holding her phone out as far as she can to get a full aerial view, she feels the dirt under her front foot begin to shift. She tries to push back on it, but that only makes things worse, tamping the dirt lower so that she begins to slide down the ravine.

She instinctively throws her arms backward, opening her hands so that her phone flies free and disappears into the thick ferns below. Unable to fight the pull of gravity, Alice’s whole body slides down through the soft, wet earth, picking up speed as she goes. She somersaults two or three times before she hits the bottom. Stunned, she lies there gasping for breath, waiting for the wind that was knocked clean out of her to return.

She’s afraid to move. Afraid she’s broken something. When her breath finally returns, she very slowly wiggles her toes and her fingers. Nothing hurts, so she lifts one leg and then the other. No pain there either. Finally, she tries both arms and is flooded with relief to feel only stiffness. It’s thanks to that yoga class she’d been at earlier. If she’d fallen down that ravine in her usual tensed-up state, she would have shattered into a million little pieces.

Alice lies there looking up at the patches of light coming through the trees, the swaying of leaves in the breeze hypnotizing her. The smell of damp earth, new growth, and some kind of rot overwhelms her. It’s not unlike Geoff’s smell, she realizes. Finally pushing herself up to sitting, she feels achy but pretty good, considering. Glancing around, she notices it’s darker down here, and cold. It’s feeling much less like enchanted forest and much more like haunted woods with every passing minute.

“Fuck,” she says loudly, looking at the hundreds of ferns that surround her, realizing that she has no idea where her phone landed. How will she find it? It’s her work phone, and only three weeks old, which means if she doesn’t find it, she’ll have to pay for it. Moving on all fours, she pulls back the thick ferns to search the ground. Her hands and knees are quickly soaked and blackened from the damp in the soil.

She moves in a grid pattern so that she doesn’t go over the same area twice, but she’s starting to worry that the phone could be anywhere. Losing patience, she stands up, brushes her hands on her filthy leggings, and starts kicking her way through the ferns with her eyes trained on the ground.

A large crow lands in the tree above her, cawing loudly, filling the air with its harried sound. As she looks up at it, a soft breeze moves past her, lifting the stray hairs that have come out of her ponytail, sounding like whispers, telling her to run. The sound of a branch cracking nearby rings out like a shot.

Alice freezes.

“Hello?” she calls out, hoping it’s someone checking on her, someone who’ll help her find her phone so she can get out of there. No sound comes in response, but she feels a presence nonetheless, like someone is holding their breath nearby, obscured by one of the trees.

“Hello?”

Nothing. Then, a rustle.

She waits. She fights the strong urge to abandon her phone altogether and run up the side of the hill. A moment passes. She starts to calm. Taking a few deep breaths, Alice decides on a new tactic. Instead of following her grid through the ferns, she looks up to the height she fell from. From the trail of dirt that she created when her foot slid forward, she’s able to make out the exact location of her descent and realizes she’s probably searching too far to the right and too close to the base of the hill. Her phone had gone flying straight out of her hand and then down. She starts backing up, keeping her eyes on the place she fell from, imagining the arc of the phone.

The crow starts cawing again, as though they’re playing a game of hot or cold and she’s getting closer. She takes one more step back, thinking she’s almost at the place to start searching again, when her heel comes up against something hard, toppling her backward. Her bum lands on ferns and soft dirt, but whatever she tripped over is under her legs. She thinks it must be a log but when she reaches out to touch it, she feels a thin layer of fur. She yanks her hand back and swings her legs off, scrambling up onto her knees. Don’t look, the voice in her head commands, even though she’s already reaching forward to part the ferns.

At first glance, it looks like the bare thigh of a human. A man’s thigh, because of the hair. The skin looks almost translucent, as though the blood has been drained. It can’t be, she reasons, parting more ferns to find a knee, then a shin and finally, a foot. Alice gasps and falls back in shock, her own foot sliding forward, connecting. The impact shifts the leg to the side just enough for her to see a tattoo on the ankle. Not just any tattoo. A small, faded dragon.

The one Geoff got when he went backpacking through Thailand after university.

Alice tastes bile, swallows it down, and frantically claws at the ferns to uncover more of the leg. Ripping the ferns from the ground, she uncovers a limp penis surrounded with graying pubic hair. It’s the one she had in her hand only the night before; the one Geoff put inside her. Parting more ferns, she exposes an upper torso that has been split open from top to bottom, the flaps of skin revealing a rib cage missing all the vital organs. She doesn’t pause to examine the horror of this gaping cavity. She keeps going.

She has to see the face.

Her heart is racing, and she can hear the blood pumping through her skull, feel her skin pulsing with its force. She’s afraid she may pass out before identifying this disemboweled corpse bearing her husband’s tattoo.

A moan escapes her when she sees the first patch of salt-and-pepper gray beard, but by the time she’s uncovered the entire face, terror has gripped her vocal cords, and she cannot make a sound. It is the face of her husband. Mouth open in a scream, eyes wide and staring straight up at the undulating trees above.

Alice bends forward and tries to pull the cold, stiff body of her husband up into her arms but she cannot move him. It’s as though his body has fused to the earth, as though roots have grown up into his back and are holding him in place. She scrambles across him to the other side and tries at a new angle. Losing her grip, she falls backward when his body will not budge.

When she lifts her hand from the ground something has tangled in her fingers. Hair—long and white. She makes a fist around it and pulls. It gives slightly but then resists, attached to something. Swallowing hard, Alice rolls over onto her knees and follows the hair with her hands, searching for the source. Tears stream down her cheeks without a sound. Her heart knows whom the hair belongs to, but her mind will not yet admit it.

It insists she pull back the ferns until she finds herself staring down at the face she already knew she would find—her mother’s. The mouth gapes, too, and her eyes are open wide, staring up at the sky. Her skin is as white as the hair that sprouts from it. Alice pushes more ferns away to uncover her mother’s naked body. Her torso has also been split open from top to bottom, flaps of skin concealing a hollowed cavity. Her mother’s breasts are empty pockets of skin sliding away from the incision.

Alice pulls at her mother’s shoulders to lift her out of the dirt, but she, too, is fused to the ground, immovable. She yanks at the cold, stiff body, sobbing uncontrollably, her breath coming in short gasps. Terror has turned her manic, fixated on freeing her mother from the forest floor as though she can still save her. Using all of her strength and will, Alice wrenches on her mother’s shoulder. At the sound of bone cracking, Alice shudders, lets go, and tumbles away from the body onto her back.

Adrift in the sea of ferns, Alice’s horror overwhelms her. Her earsplitting scream bounces off the trees.

The crow screams back with fury.



Quinn

His stupid dog is doing that thing again. Standing at the opening to the woods, growling. He just got home from Jason’s, a little bit high and very hungry, to find her pacing by the back door. Since no one in this family pays any attention to her anymore, he figures she’s not been out since he left.

“Panda,” he calls, but she ignores him, getting even lower to the ground. He wants to go inside and make himself some food. He considers leaving her out there to growl at the wind when she suddenly starts barking and then races away from the trees toward him. Seconds later his mom appears, running full-speed out of the woods.

It takes Quinn’s brain a few seconds to compute what his mother is saying. She’s covered in dirt, it’s all over her clothing and smeared on her face, and her hair is a wild mess sprouting from an elastic at the back. Quinn finally understands what she’s screaming.

“Call 911!”

Quinn steps into her path and puts his hands out to stop her. He grabs her by both arms, swinging her around. “Mom,” he says. “What’s the matter?”

She struggles in his grasp, but not enough to free herself. Tears stream down her face and her eyes are wild with fear. He’s never seen her like this before, and it makes him feel like he’s going to puke.

“A phone,” she yells at full volume, even though he’s standing right in front of her. “Give me your phone. I need to call 911. Your dad, Nana. They’re in the woods. They’re—” A sob prevents her from saying any more and she starts swatting at the pockets of his jeans in search of his phone. When she doesn’t find it on him, she yanks free from his grip and runs inside.

Quinn follows, his high vaporized by the intensity of his mother’s terror. He’s right behind her as they go through the back door, and she stops so suddenly he almost knocks into her. Her crazed panic has, as far as he can tell, quickly turned to frozen shock as she stands there staring at his dad and his nana.

“How?” she says before moving to his dad to put her hands on his face, then run them down his chest, as though testing his solidity.

“My goodness, Alice,” his nana says. “What happened to you?”

His mom turns her attention to his nana and puts her hands on her shoulders and gives her a gentle shake. “How can it be?” she says. “You were in the woods. I saw you.” She takes her hands away, leaving smears of dirt on the light pink fabric of his nana’s shirt. “You were in the woods.”

“I was on a run in the neighborhood,” his dad explains. “Just got back. I wasn’t in the woods.”

“And I was in the garage going through some boxes,” his nana says.

His mom shakes her head hard. “No. I saw you both.”

His dad puts a hand on his mom’s back and guides her toward a chair at the dining table. “Come sit down. You look like you’re in shock.”

His nana steps close to Quinn and asks, “What’s going on?”

He shrugs. “I have no idea. She came running out of the woods yelling, ‘Call 911.’ ”

“You didn’t go into the woods too?” she asks, searching his face as though he might have gone off the deep end just like his mother.

“No. I was letting Panda out.”

His nana pats him on the arm. “Okay. Then why don’t you get your poor mom a glass of water?” She turns before he can answer and moves over to his mom and dad.

Quinn does what he’s told.

“Thank you, sweetie,” his mom says, taking the glass of water from Quinn, her hand shaking so badly she can hardly hold it. While she gulps it down, he notices his dad and nana exchange a look, one that seems worried and knowing at the same time. Do they think his mom has finally lost her mind?

His mom explains how she fell down a ravine and dropped her phone. She carries on with her story, pausing now and again to stare at his dad and nana, reaching out to touch an arm or a hand, as though still testing that they’re real. He understands why when she gets to the part about the bodies. The part she can barely get through, she’s crying so hard. She must be really traumatized, Quinn thinks, for her to be sharing something that graphic with him in the room. She usually makes him leave when they’re discussing adult topics, like he’s still eight years old or something.

“Shh, shh,” his dad says, stroking her cheek when she’s finally finished explaining how she crawled out of the ravine and ran the whole way home, thinking they were dead. “We’re right here. We’re fine.”

She shakes her head. “But how? I know what I saw. I felt it, your skin.” She looks at his nana. “Your hair. It was real.”

“Babe,” her dad says, and Quinn tries not to cringe. When did his dad start calling her that? “You had a serious fall. You could have hit your head on the way down.”

His nana starts examining his mom’s head at the suggestion and Quinn is surprised she lets her. Then again, she doesn’t look like she has the strength to fight off anything, even his nana.

“I do feel some bumps,” his nana says after a thorough examination of his mom’s skull.

“Or maybe Polly’s magic-mushrooms theory isn’t so stupid after all,” Quinn interjects, and they all look at him like they forgot he was there. “Maybe you fell into a patch and you hallucinated.” They stare back at him. “What? That was Polly’s explanation after Dad went missing in the woods and didn’t remember any of it.”

His dad gives a sideways nod. “It’s a bit far-fetched, buddy, but something to consider.” He follows it up with a placating smile, which Quinn hates, then turns back to his mom. “I think we need to get you cleaned up. Then get some ice on that head. You need to take it easy for the rest of the day, and you’ll be fine. Whatever happened in there sounds horrible, but let’s just focus on what’s real. I’m okay. Your mom is okay.” His dad pats his mom’s leg. “I’m going to go run you a hot bath.”

His mom nods, looking too tired and drained to say anything.

“I have some ice packs from when I hurt my knee,” his nana says. “I’ll go to my place and get them for your head, dear.”

Quinn and his mom are left alone in the kitchen. He’s still mad at her for what she said to him the night his dad went missing in the woods, so he’s been avoiding her, but she’s so upset he feels sorry for her.

“That’s really messed up, Mom,” he says, moving closer to her. “What you saw.”

She nods and tears fill her eyes. Worried she’ll start full-on crying again, he goes over and gives her a few pats on the back. “It’s over now.”

She nods again and takes a deep breath, letting it out slowly. Then she reaches up and grabs his arm, pulling him down closer to her face. “Don’t go in there,” she says, panic laced through every word. “Promise me.”

“I promise,” Quinn says. In that moment he would promise his mother anything.



Polly

As soon as she gets home from work, Quinn pulls her into his room. He doesn’t even let her shower the coffee smell out of her hair before launching into an account of some fucked-up shit that happened to her mom in the woods. Dad and Nana’s naked, dead bodies half-buried in a field of ferns? Shaking her head, Polly leaves his room to go talk to her mom in person but is stopped by her dad in the kitchen. Apparently, her mom is sleeping and has been for hours. Her dad downplays the whole thing, blaming it on a bump on the head. He tells Polly there’s nothing to worry about. “The woods are just the woods, nothing more.”

Polly pretends to be comforted by his words and promises to let her mom sleep. She tells him she’s going to take a shower. Instead, she goes back into Quinn’s room, where she finds him playing videogames.

She knocks the headset off his head so that she can talk to him. “Dad’s being weird about Mom,” she says. “He’s gatekeeping, and saying things like, ‘The woods are just the woods.’ ”

“Yeah, I know. Nana’s being weird too. All helpful and stuff. Do you think it’s because Mom’s going crazy?”

“No. Mom is not going crazy,” Polly says firmly. “Dad and Nana are fucking weird lately. Mom saw something in the woods that freaked her out. That’s all.”

Quinn sits up straighter. “I was thinking. When Dad was lost in the woods overnight and had no memory of it, you said that maybe he fell into a patch of psilocybin mushrooms. Well, maybe the same thing happened to Mom today.” His eyes grow wide. “Maybe the forest is full of them. Maybe we can harvest them and then sell them and make a ton of money.”

Polly holds up her hand. “Slow down, Pablo Escobar. I was joking when I said that.” Quinn’s mushroom talk is triggering her; she can feel her guts churning and it’s like Friday night all over again.

“It would explain a lot,” he says defensively. “I think we should at least go in there and have a look.”

She shakes her head. “Ahh, no. Not today, little man. Let’s get a bit more intel from Mom before we go foraging for psychedelics.”

He slumps back in his gaming chair. “Fine.”

Polly leaves his room before he pushes the subject any further and she cracks and tells him about her bizarre cave experience. She’s dying to tell someone, and the person she would normally tell—her twin—is dead.

After Polly had taken the mushrooms Gray offered her, he’d led her into the woods. When they abandoned the path, she asked if he knew where he was going and he said yes, with confidence, every time. He had a small flashlight and somehow the thin beam of light was enough to lead him. They wove through trees, him in front holding tightly to her hand. She stumbled a few times on fallen logs and exposed tree roots, but he always caught her.

Like he had a sixth sense.

They were still walking when her high started to roll in. She could tell it was happening because everything suddenly became loud—the cracking of twigs beneath their feet, the crunching of leaves, the wind rushing through the trees like voices whispering warnings. She kept looking back over her shoulder, sure that someone was following them. Just as she was about to suggest they go back, Gray dropped her hand and reached out to touch a rock cut.

“Duck down and crawl through there,” he gently instructed. He shone the flashlight through a low opening in one of the rock faces. She didn’t want to. Her chest tightened and her breath quickened at the thought of squeezing through the small opening. She glanced out at the forest around them, wondering if they could just stay out there in the open for a little while, maybe find a log to sit on, but that’s when she started to see things. Shadows that seemed to leak right out of the trees, quickly forming into fully separate figures, standing tall but shrouded in black. In a matter of seconds, Polly saw a whole thicket of them, a few feet away hovering inches from the ground, as though awaiting an invitation.

She closed her eyes and told herself that they weren’t real, that she was high. But upon opening her eyes, they were still there, watching. She quickly turned toward the rock cut and ducked down to crawl into the slim opening. Her fear of the shadow figures was much greater than her claustrophobia. Only a few feet in, Polly was relieved that the narrow opening expanded into a cave with enough room for both her and Gray to stand up in.

“I’m really high, Gray,” Polly admitted. “I keep seeing scary, shadowy giants in the woods.”

Gray knelt down on the ground and started rummaging around with things Polly couldn’t see in the dim light. “Oh, don’t worry about them,” he said. “They’re harmless.”

She swatted at his back but missed, her perception off from the drugs. “That’s not funny.”

Light and warmth suddenly erupted in the cave and Polly could see clearly. Gray had lit a fire in the middle of a rock circle. Beside it was a pile of small logs, newspaper, twigs, and a glass jar with matches. On the other side, a blue tarp was spread out on the ground with an open sleeping bag and a pile of blankets.

“Do you live here?” she joked.

Gray looked up at her and smiled. “I like to think of it as my home away from home.” He sat down on the sleeping bag and gestured for her to do the same.

She sat down beside him and tried to keep herself upright, but the drugs were making her body feel like liquid and it took far too much effort. She made a pillow from one of the blankets and lay down on her back. Gray pulled a blanket over her and lay down beside her.

“They’re good, aren’t they?” he said, but his voice sounded faraway, and she wasn’t sure what he meant.

“Who’s good?” she asked. “My family? Not me. I’m not good.”

Her eyes were closed but she felt him looking down at her. “I meant the mushrooms,” he said. “The mushrooms are good.”

She started laughing at her mistake. A laugh that grew until it took over her whole body, became an ache in her stomach, a pressure on her bladder, and forced tears from her eyes. She laughed so long that it eventually turned to crying. Crying felt better than laughing, and that made her sad.

“I miss my sister,” she said out loud, parting her hair to trace the scar of her surgery.

I’m right here. It was her sister’s voice, but instead of coming from inside Polly’s head, it sounded like she was somewhere in the cave. Polly struggled to open her eyes and pushed herself up on her elbows. Shadows skittered across the walls, where the light from the fire didn’t quite reach. For a split second, one of the shadows stopped moving and took on the form of a person. Polly squinted, but that made everything in the cave seem like it was underwater. She closed her eyes tight. When she opened them again the figure was gone.

“Where are you?” she called out, her voice bouncing off the walls and coming back to her muffled.

Did you tell him what you did? her sister’s voice asked from another part of the cave, farther away this time. Does he know about the accident?

Polly shook her head and the whole world shook with it. “Don’t,” she warned. “Come out. I want to see you.”

She turned to look for Gray, to ask if he was hearing the voice, too, but he was gone. “Gray?” she whispered, looking around the cave. She was alone with the fire and the pile of blankets; even the figure in the shadows had disappeared. At the thought of being alone, a shiver quaked through her, making her muscles twitch and pop. She was too high. She hadn’t wanted to admit it to Gray, but she’d never tried mushrooms before.

“Why can’t I see you?” she asked. This time her voice came out garbled, like her ears were full of cotton balls.

I’m still here.

Polly spun around at the sound of her sister’s voice behind her, but she found Gray there instead, stoking the fire. The light illuminated his face, making it look more beautiful than ever, angelic even, with its perfect skin and wise eyes. The rest of the cave blurred and distorted all around him, but his face stayed exactly as it was meant to be.

“Where did you go?”

He shook his head and smiled. “I just got up to keep the fire going.”

“Did you hear my sister? Did you hear her talking to me?”

Gray’s face suddenly changed, and it was her sister looking back at her. Sometimes things aren’t as they seem. Polly heard the voice in her head that time, not outside of herself. Ask him what’s in the other cave. Her sister’s face faded and again she was looking at Gray, who was smiling back at her.

“What’s in the other cave?” Polly asked.

Gray’s eyes widened with curiosity. “What other cave?”

Exhaustion overwhelmed her, so she lay back down on the blanket and closed her eyes. She felt Gray slide in beside her under the blanket. His breath hit the side of her cheek like a cold puff of air, smelling earthy and green.

“Are you warm enough?” he asked, tucking the blankets in closer to her. The kindness of the gesture made Polly feel like crying. She nodded, afraid to open her eyes in case tears fell out.

Then she felt his lips on hers, gentle and light but still sending currents shooting through her entire body. “I like you,” she whispered, her words vibrating against his lips, bouncing back into her mouth so that she swallowed them.

“I like you too, Lucy,” he whispered, cupping the side of her face with his hand, going in deeper with the kiss. All of it feeling as though it was happening in slow motion. The tilting of their heads, the movement of their lips, the slip and slide of their tongues. So languid that it took several seconds for Polly to realize what Gray had said.

She pulled free of the kiss. “No. Not Lucy. I’m Polly.”

“I know,” he replied. “That’s what I said.” He lowered his lips to hers again. She kept losing focus, her mind drifting away from the cave to other realms, only to arrive back again and find that Gray was mostly naked and so was she.

This was really happening.

She was sure she said it in her head, but then Gray asked, “Is it okay that this is happening?” Polly nodded, no longer sure whether her words worked better on the inside of her or the outside.

Ask him about the other cave, her sister whispered into her left ear. Polly turned her head but nobody was there. If you don’t stop this now, it’s going to get too loud to hear me. That time the whispering was in her right ear. She turned toward the voice, but again there was nobody. It was all too confusing. Where was this other cave? And where was it going to get too loud?

Gray’s hands roamed over Polly’s body, his touch as light as a feather. She tried to focus on that, but then the singing started. It was her sister singing “The Teddy Bears’ Picnic” again, but in stereo, coming from every shadowy corner of the cave.

“Shh,” Polly hissed.

“I didn’t say anything,” Gray replied.

Polly opened her eyes to find his face looming directly above hers. It had gone from angelic to demonic, full of dark hollows, and his hair standing up like horns on his head. She squeezed her eyes shut. I’m too high, she thought.

“Should I stop?” he asked, and again she wondered if he was reading her mind or if she was saying things out loud.

“No,” she answered, relieved when she heard the word outside of herself. Keeping her eyes shut, she gently guided his hand down between her legs, showing him exactly what she wanted. Within seconds, warmth bloomed there and spread through her body, and she began to relax.

Gray took this as a sign to go further and slid on top of her. His body was much lighter than she’d imagined, but his earthy scent was suddenly so strong it almost choked her. She was afraid to open her eyes in case he still looked like a demon, so instead kept them shut and imagined his face, the handsome one.

She felt him enter her. She heard a quiet murmuring above her but she kept her eyes closed.

Gray was gentle, but with each thrust she felt as though she were being pushed down into the earth, as though she was sinking away from him. She took her hands from his back and stretched them out at her sides, palms-down, hoping to stop the sensation. The murmuring became louder, became chanting, and his movements matched its rhythm.

“Do you hear that?” she whispered.

Gray didn’t reply, so she opened her eyes. His head was lifted high, as though looking up at something, exposing the pale skin of his throat. His Adam’s apple was moving, and she wondered if he was the one chanting, though the echo made it sound like many voices at once. He began to thrust deeper and faster, but all she felt was the sinking sensation. She dug her nails into the dirt floor to keep her body in place, so that he didn’t push her into the earth. So that she wouldn’t be swallowed whole by the ground.

“Gray?” she whispered, wanting him to look at her, to give her something to focus on other than the sinking feeling and the overwhelming scent of earth.

He let out a low groan, then his whole body shuddered and he collapsed on top of her. His head dropped like a dead weight beside her own, his face obscured by her hair. She glanced up, searching for what he’d been looking at.

Only then did she see them.

A cluster of figures standing in a semicircle. Each one wore a dark cloak obscuring their face. She screamed and began pushing Gray off her. His head shot up, but he kept her there on the ground, pinned. Trapped.

“What’s wrong?”

“They’re in here. Watching!”

“Who’s watching?” His question stopped Polly cold. She looked back to where she’d seen the figures a moment before. There was nobody there, only the shadows made by the light of the fire, skittering across the walls of the cave. “Polly, nobody’s there.”

“I’m too high,” she whimpered, the fight leaving her body, her limbs heavy again.

Gray slid off her but kept one arm across her chest. “Just close your eyes. I’ll take care of you.”

Polly did what he said, relaxing into his arms and closing her eyes, hoping that when she opened them again the world would make sense.



When Polly finally had opened her eyes, it was not the cave she’d found herself in but her bedroom, where she lay tucked under the covers, the alarm clock on the bedside table reading 4:43 a.m. She didn’t have time to recall how she’d gotten back there because a tidal wave of nausea was rolling through her, and she had only seconds to get to the bathroom. Heaving the toilet seat up, she unleashed a violent stream of vomit into the bowl. It tasted like dirt, smelled like rotting pond water, and colored the water dark brown. Polly stared down at the mess in the toilet.

“What the fuck?” she whispered.

She flushed it all away and then got up and brushed her teeth to get rid of the taste of dirt and grit. Bending over, she drank straight from the tap. Only after satiating her incredible thirst did she splash water on her face and come up for a look in the mirror. Dark circles ringed her eyes and her skin was pale and streaked with dirt. Her lips were chapped and cracked, and her hair was a nest of tangles with leaves and twigs stuck in it.

She turned the shower on as hot as she could stand and got in. After pulling all the bits and pieces out of her hair, she shampooed it, then scrubbed her entire body with soap. Between her legs she was bruised and sore. Rinsing off, she was hit with another wave of nausea so unexpected all she could do was bend over and puke onto the floor of the shower. With her bare foot she stamped the brown, chunky vomit down the drain.

Wrapping herself in a towel, she’d shuffled back to bed, her hair dripping wet, her stomach churning. Burrowing under the covers, she lay on her side, as still as could be to combat the queasiness, trying to piece together her night in the woods. She had no recollection of walking home or climbing through her window or putting herself to bed. And the rest of the night was just fragments with no reason or linearity: hearing her sister’s voice in the cave, feeling Gray move inside of her, sinking deeper into the ground, and looking up to see shadowy figures watching.

At the last memory, she’d shot up in bed, her heart pounding.



Alice

When she opens her eyes, it’s just starting to get dark outside. She’d slept through the entire afternoon. Somehow, despite the horrific things she saw in the woods, or thinks she saw, she slept a deep and dreamless sleep. Her entire body aches, but it could be worse; she could have broken bones. She lies there staring out the window. A bruised October dusk is upon her and the trees of the forest have become black silhouettes, their branches waving slowly in the autumn wind.

What happened in there, she asks herself, knowing she has no answer. In the safety of her bed after hours of sleep, it feels like a bad dream. Geoff and her mother are both alive and well, but she also knows what she saw, what she felt. The chill of the pale flesh of those bodies, the tangle of white hair through her fingers, the stench of damp earth and rotting leaves. Can hallucinations be that real? she wonders. The smell of onions cooking reaches her, and a pang of guilt hoofs her in the stomach. She’s been in bed all day, has barely seen her kids or done anything for anyone, and now someone else is cooking dinner.

Throwing off the covers, she slowly eases out of bed and makes her way to the kitchen. Geoff is the only one in there, standing at the stove, minding two pots. She likes to think her family can get along without her, even if they act like they can’t, so she has mixed feelings when they prove that they can. It’s happening more often now that Geoff has finally started pitching in.

“Hey,” Geoff says softly, as though he’s afraid to break her. “How are you doing?” He leaves the stove to come over to her, putting his hands on her shoulders and gently massaging them.

She nods. “I’m okay. Just feeling a bit sore.” She forces a little laugh. “And like maybe I’m losing my mind.”

He frowns and shakes his head. “Alice, trust me, you’re not losing your mind.”

The confidence in his voice bolsters her. “So, you think maybe I really saw something? I mean, obviously it wasn’t you or my mom, but maybe it was other bodies and the shock of it made me misidentify them. Does that seem possible?”

He smiles, looking like he’s trying to hold back laughter. “Other bodies? No. That’s not what I meant.” He goes over to his coat, which is hanging on the back of a chair. “I meant that I think it’s just a strange, isolated incident and not that you’re going crazy.” He reaches into the pocket of his coat. “I went into the woods while you were sleeping and found this.” He holds up her phone. “I found it in the ferns, and while I was looking, I didn’t see any bodies.” He shrugs. “I didn’t see anything out of the ordinary at all.”

“You went in there, Geoff? No! Please, no more. But you don’t think I’m losing my mind?”

He passes the phone to her and shakes his head. “No. Like I said, it was probably just a one-off. Maybe you lost consciousness after the fall and had a hallucination.” He grabs a bottle of wine from the counter and starts to uncork it. “I mean, it’s not unheard-of for women your age to have episodes.”

“Women my age?” The soft pop of the cork punctuates her question and Alice thinks she’s never heard a sweeter sound.

Geoff gets one glass down and starts to pour the red wine. “Don’t be offended. I just mean that I’ve read that the hormones of menopausal women go haywire. I mean, it’s crazy what’s been reported.” He holds the glass of wine out to Alice. “Sit down and relax while I finish dinner.” She’s not sure whether to feel offended or grateful, whether to tell him to fuck off or do as he says and relax.

He must sense this in her because he adds, “It’s just something to think about. An explanation that, in my opinion, is better than really losing your mind. And who knows, maybe I’m full of shit. I think it’s probably best to just put the whole thing behind us.” He shrugs and moves over to the stove. “Sometimes things happen in life that are just inexplicable.”

“Like you suddenly making dinner regularly?”

He laughs, unbothered by the dig. “Touché. And that is a gibe from a very clear-minded individual, if you ask me.”

Alice convinces herself that Geoff isn’t being patronizing, that he’s troubleshooting in his very male way, so she sits down at the island to enjoy the wine he’s poured for her. Examining her phone, she’s amazed that there isn’t more damage. Just a small crack in one corner of the screen.

“How on earth did you find this?”

“I walked down there and called your number and then followed the ring.”

“Good thinking,” she says, wishing that she’d thought of that. Although she was sure she’d turned her ringer off for yoga that morning and hadn’t turned it back on. She checks it now and sees that it is off. “Weird. The ringer’s off. Did you hear it vibrate?”

He glances at her over his shoulder looking slightly annoyed. “The ringer was on when I found it. Maybe I turned it off by accident when I was cleaning the dirt off it.” He turns back to his stirring. “What’s with the third degree?”

She looks up quickly. Is she being paranoid or just an asshole? “I’m sorry. The whole thing has me unsettled. I don’t know why I’m questioning you.”

She watches his shoulders rise and fall with a shrug. “It’s okay,” he says, still focused on his cooking. “I understand.” He turns back around with a smile as though she hadn’t insulted him. “I got some fresh shrimp to throw in the alfredo sauce I’m making. I thought it would be a nice treat.”

“Are you joking?”

The pleased expression on his face turns to confusion. “What? Why would I joke about that?”

Alice widens her eyes at him. “Because I’m allergic to shrimp and it will kill me?”

There’s a blankness to his expression that Alice finds very unnerving, as though he’s trying to remember something and that something is her deadly shellfish allergy. “Well. Yes. I know that.” He doesn’t sound very convincing. “I meant I’d serve the shrimp on the side for the people who aren’t allergic.”

“As long as you’re not trying to kill me.” She’s only partly joking. In truth, she’s feeling quite disturbed.

“Of course not. You’re the breadwinner in the family.” He winks, and Alice laughs in surprise. In the past, any reference to her being the main provider made him defensive and grumpy. She appreciates the moment of recognition and decides that the shrimp in the pasta was just a momentary brain blip. She has them all the time these days.

He returns to cooking, and she keys her passcode into her phone to make sure it’s working properly. It opens to the camera app she was using when she fell. There’s a thumbnail photo in the bottom corner that she doesn’t remember taking. She taps on it.

The picture that pops up is a blurry mess. “What the hell?”

“What is it?” Geoff asks over his shoulder.

“When I fell, I had my camera open trying to get a photo of the ferns. I think it must have taken a picture before it hit the ground.”

“Yeah?” He puts down the wooden spoon and comes over to where she’s sitting.

She zooms in on the photo, then zooms out, flips it to the right and then to the left. “I just don’t know how…”

“Pretty blurry,” Geoff says, standing over her shoulder peering down at the phone.

“I think it flipped midair so that the screen was facing up, not down.” She points at the screen. “See? That looks like the tops of trees and some sky.” She zooms in on one corner of the photo. “And that’s me, falling.”

Geoff leans in to get a closer look. “How can you tell?”

“It’s blurry, but look, you can see the gray of the leggings I was wearing, the black of my running shoes, and the green of my windbreaker.” Alice reaches out for her glass of wine and only then notices the slight tremble in her hand. She takes a sip, hoping to drown the anxious feeling that’s building in her gut. “But that’s not the weird part.” She zooms in on another part of the photo. “Look what’s standing on the ridge. In the exact spot I was before I fell.” She points at the outline of a person in shadow.

“Someone else was out there with me.” Her voice rises with panic as the thought sinks in deeper. “Maybe they pushed me?”

Geoff takes the phone from her hand and brings it closer to his face to examine the photo. Alice tries to recall if she heard anyone behind her when she was walking. She’d had that feeling that she wasn’t alone, but the woods always give her that feeling. Maybe she was wrong. Maybe someone was out there all along. She slides off her stool, tries to shake the trembling from her hands, tells herself to breathe.

“Should we call the police?” she asks. Geoff’s probably beside himself at the thought of someone pushing his wife down a ravine.

He looks up from the phone, passing it back to her calmly. “Honey,” he says, a wariness to his voice that she doesn’t like. “I can’t tell what’s up or down in that photo. It’s just a bunch of blurred colors.”

“But you can see my clothes,” she argues, “and someone else on the path.”

“Gray, black, and green are all colors in the forest. We could be looking at anything.” She looks back down at the photo and he puts a hand on her shoulder and squeezes. “Isn’t paranoia part of menopause? I mean, could this whole thing just be that?”

She gets up from the stool. Knocks his hand away. “I know it’s really hard for your particular gender, but can you please not mansplain my lived experience? You can’t blame everything on menopause. It makes you sound like an ignorant chauvinist.” She picks up her glass of wine and carries it into the living room.

“I’m just trying to help,” he calls after her.

No, you’re gaslighting me and weaponizing a natural stage of life. Seething, she plops down on the couch, working hard not to cry. Tears will only confirm the theory that she’s a paranoid, emotional, perimenopausal mess. Easily patronized, easily manipulated. “Fuck you,” she snarls. That relieves some of the pressure inside of her. So does a long sip of wine.

Opening the photo app on her phone she checks to see if there are any other shots of her time in the woods. She’s relieved, and a bit disappointed, that there’s only one. She could use more proof. Tapping on the last photo, she stares down at it, doing her best to look with a critical eye. She zooms in on what she thinks is the figure on the edge of the ravine looking down as she’s falling. She stares at it intently, studying every gradation of shadow, searching for defining features, until a face starts to develop. A mouth, open wide, black holes for eyes, a nose long and thin bisecting the grin.

A hand clamps down on her shoulder from behind. She screams and her phone goes flying from her hand and onto the living-room rug.

“Mom?”

Alice turns to see Quinn standing behind the couch. “Why would you sneak up on me like that?” She presses a hand to her thumping heart.

“I’m sorry. I called you from the doorway, but you didn’t hear. Dinner’s ready.” He gives her a searching look, a questioning-her-sanity look, before heading back toward the kitchen.

Alice reaches down for her phone. Looking at the photo one more time, she wonders the very same thing.




Polly

Polly doesn’t even have a joint to smoke, but she stands outside her bedroom window, arms wrapped against the cold, hoping Gray will appear. She needs to ask him how the hell she got home on Friday night and if she did or said anything embarrassing. She can’t remember much, and that really freaks her out. She also needs to know where he got those mushrooms and what was in them that made her so sick. Her stomach is still queasy, two days later.

At dinner, her mom wouldn’t stop talking about what happened to her in the woods, which freaked out Polly even more. Obviously, her mom was just hallucinating, but after Polly’s own experience on mushrooms, and the things she saw that night, like those watchers, something feels very wrong about those woods. She really doesn’t understand why Gray loves them so much.

As though on cue, she hears a rustling in the bushes and Gray appears out of the trees. Butterflies fan the queasiness into full-fledged nausea and she instinctively puts a hand on her belly to settle it. He’s smiling sweetly, his hair is a perfectly-tousled mess, and his earthy scent wafts over her, this time laced with the smell of the autumn cold.

“Hey,” he says before leaning down to kiss her. For a split second she forgets all about her upset stomach and her worry that she may have done something to embarrass herself. “That was a great night on Friday,” he says after pulling out of the kiss. He takes one of her hands in his. “I can’t stop thinking about it.”

“Yeah. No. Me too. That was, like, the most intense mushroom trip I think I’ve ever had.”

Gray smiles even wider. “Good. I’m glad.”

She laughs nervously. “I mean, I don’t even remember how I got home.”

He tilts his head and looks surprised. “Really? You just followed me out of the woods. I made sure you got through your bedroom window safely, and then I left.”

“So, nothing weird happened? I didn’t do anything weird?”

“Nope. Not at all. You were the perfect date.” He gives her hand a squeeze.

She laughs again, but this time with relief. “Okay. Phew. I was worried. I don’t usually have blackouts like that, which is why I’d really like to know what was in those mushrooms. I threw up some nasty stuff the next morning and I still feel a bit sick from them.”

He shrugs and shakes his head. “Nothing out of the ordinary. They were all natural, straight-from-the-forest mushrooms.”

“What about you? Did you have an upset stomach after taking them?”

“I didn’t take any.”

Polly hears his words but can’t quite believe them. “You didn’t do any mushrooms on Friday night?”

He shakes his head. “No.”

Polly is mortified that she’d been that high while he was completely sober, taking it all in. “Why did you say you did, then? That’s a real asshole move, you know.” Defensiveness arrives to mask her mortification. She yanks her hand from his.

His eyebrows jump in surprise. “I never said I did. I offered them to you, and you took them. You didn’t even ask me if I’d taken any.”

Polly’s brain scrambles to recover the memory of when he met her at the side of the house and asked if she wanted to go on an adventure. She can’t remember the details clearly.

“That’s a bit creepy, don’t you think? Do you also go to bars and roofie girls’ drinks? Is it a power thing? Being sober while the girl is off her head?”

Gray appears genuinely confused by Polly’s reaction. “I guided you into the woods, and I guided you through your trip,” he says calmly. “Nothing creepy about it. And I don’t go to bars.”

“Let me guess,” she says. “You prefer the woods and your cave?”

Again, he shrugs, seeming nonplussed by what she’d meant as an insult. “I guess you could say that.” He shoves a hand through his hair and seems to be searching for the right words. “Look, I’m sorry about the confusion. I just wanted to have a night totally focused on you and your good time and I thought it was safer if I didn’t do them and made sure nothing bad happened.”

Polly’s annoyed by his refusal to be baited into an argument. How is she going to expel this feeling of shame and discomfort if she can’t fight it out, blame it all on him? “Okay,” she concedes, feeling like he hasn’t left her much choice. “It was an intense and creepy trip, and it feels even weirder now that I know I was the only one experiencing it.”

He holds up a hand. “So, wait, you didn’t like it, then?”

She covers her face with her hands. “I don’t even know. I don’t remember getting home. But I do remember waking up at four a.m. and puking my guts out. And I saw some really fucked-up shit: like creepy things in the woods and a bunch of figures standing over us when we were having sex.”

“What? You saw them?” She watches his face fall, like he’s said something he shouldn’t have.

“Them?” Polly’s voice rises with panic. “Who’s them?”

He holds up both hands. “No, no. There’s no them.” Gray is uncharacteristically flustered, which does not make Polly feel any better.

“You said ‘them,’ ” she shouts at him. “Did you see them too? Are they real?”

“No, I didn’t mean it that way. You were mumbling about so many things that night, figures and voices and shadows. I didn’t think that you were actually seeing things. I thought it was all in your head.”

She narrows her eyes at him. It’s a lame excuse, but she’s not sure what for exactly. “So, you didn’t invite a group of your friends into the cave to watch or record it or anything?”

He laughs, but there’s a nervousness to it. “Oh my God, Polly. I would never do something like that. I barely even have friends, other than you.”

The fight drains out of her. She’s not sure anymore what she’s even upset about. She exhales loudly, suddenly feeling very tired. “You didn’t happen to bring a joint, did you?” She wants to change the topic and hopes that some weed might settle her stomach.

“Ahh, no. I didn’t bring one.”

“What? Why not? You always have at least one.”

“I know. I’m trying to quit. You should too. It’s really not good for you.”

She shakes her head in disbelief. “Okay then. Whatever.”

“Anyway, I’d better go.” He leans forward and gives her a quick peck on the lips.

She grabs the sleeve of his jacket and asks, “What’s wrong? You only just got here.”

“Nothing. I just forgot about something I have to do.” He smiles, but it looks forced. “I’ll come back soon.” He gives her another quick kiss and then heads into the trees.

She stands there staring into the woods after him. Trying to make sense of her feelings about all of it. Thinking she could really use some advice from her sister right now. Wondering why she hasn’t heard her voice all weekend. “Hey,” she calls out, not even caring anymore who hears her. “I need you.”

The only sound that comes in response is the wind whispering through the trees. Polly doesn’t understand. Why would her sister suddenly stop talking to her? She heard her so clearly in the cave that night. Another chunk of memory floats free from the haziness of the night. Her sister had said, If you don’t stop this now, it’s going to get too loud in there to hear me. At the time it made no sense, but now, in hindsight, it feels like a warning. For the first time since moving to the woods, Polly is afraid of the silence instead of the noise.



Quinn

His mom’s crazy experience in the woods has only deepened his obsession with the Justine Gordon case. He’s honestly afraid that his mother is losing her mind, just like Justine Gordon did. Hallucinating in the woods was bad enough, but the way she reacted when he went into the living room to get her for dinner frightened him more.

His mom is terrified.

After dinner he came right to his room and started searching for more information about the case that wasn’t in the podcast, which is how he came across the 911 call buried in a true-crime chat room. Someone had posted a recording of the call that Justine Gordon’s older son had made the night his mother tried to kill him. Quinn connects his AirPods to his computer, slips them on, and presses Play. His stomach tightens as soon as he hears the click of the phone and the heavy breathing.


911 Operator: 911, what is your emergency?

Unknown Caller: I think I’ve been poisoned.

911 Operator: Okay, I’ve got your location at approximately 3834 Waverley Lane. Is that correct?

Unknown Caller: I’m in the woods, out back. I’m hiding from my mother. She’s trying to kill me. [static]

911 Operator: I’m sorry? Did you say your mother is trying to kill you?

Unknown Caller: Yeah. I think she poisoned the chili. We had chili. I think she killed my dad and younger brother too.

911 Operator: Your mother poisoned them too? There are three possible poisoning victims at the address on Waverley?

Unknown Caller: [static] No. Not poisoned. I don’t know what she did to them, but they’re gone. I haven’t seen my dad in two days, and I haven’t seen my [static] since yesterday.

911 Operator: Okay, what’s your mom’s name, and where is she?

Unknown Caller: Uh, Justine Gordon. I don’t know where she is right [static]

911 Operator: Have you found somewhere safe? Help is on the way. Just hang in there.

Unknown Caller: My stomach, it hurts so bad.

911 Operator: Do you know what kind of poison it was?

Unknown Caller: [static] I threw some of it up.

911 Operator: Okay, that’s good, if you can make yourself throw up again that’s good too. Now, can you tell me your name and how old you are?

Unknown caller: I’m [static] Gordon and I’m eighteen [static] I’m [static]

911 Operator: Hello? Are you still there?

Unknown Caller: [whispering] I think she found me. I hear someone coming.

911 Operator: Be quiet and hide, but stay on the line with me. Help is on the way.

Unknown Caller: [caller speaking to someone off the phone] Oh, it’s you. [static]

911 Operator: Is that your mother? Did she find you? What’s your name, hon?

Unknown Caller: [choking sounds]

911 Operator: Stay with me. Help will be there soon.

Unknown Caller: It’s okay. [static] Help is here.

911 Operator: What? Who’s helping you? Who’s with you now?



Quinn hears a sharp click as the call is disconnected.

He listens to the call again and again. By the time he slides his headphones off he has the entire thing memorized.

He doesn’t dare look out his window.
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FRIDAY, OCTOBER 20, 2023


Alice

Alice pours a generous glass of wine. It’s been a bad day. No, not bad, strange. It’s been a strange day. She bundles up in her winter jacket and grabs a blanket to go sit outside on the back deck. Geoff has gone into town to pick up dinner, so she has about an hour to herself. Polly is working and Quinn is sleeping over at his friend Jason’s house. Her mother is lying down.

The strangeness started this morning. Before work, Alice had gone into the local branch of her bank to order checks with their new address on them. Standing in line, she’d noticed the person ahead of her, an older woman, looked like she’d crawled out of an earlier time period. Her gray hair was wild, encircling her head like a storm cloud. She wore a long-sleeved brown dress in some kind of rough cotton. When the woman was called up to the counter, Alice noted a slight limp on her left side and a cane on her right, a piece of gnarled, polished wood. Something about her made Alice sad; it was an air of neglect and loneliness. The woman had no one in her life to tell her how much she’d let herself go. Then it was Alice’s turn, and she moved to the window beside the old woman to take care of her own business.

As soon as Alice exited the bank, she heard a gruff voice to the right of her say, “Excuse me.” She turned to see the old woman who’d been ahead of her in line.

“Did I hear you say that your address is 3834 Waverley Lane?”

Alice cringed. Another local interested in the murder house. “Yes. Although I’m not sure what business it is of yours.”

Seemingly unbothered by Alice’s rudeness, the woman nodded. “My sister used to own that property. I live on the other side of the woods. I’m Ruth Crowley.”

“Oh,” Alice replied, shocked that this eccentric old woman was her neighbor. She automatically summoned her warmest voice, the one reserved for the elderly and infirm. “Good to meet you, Ruth. I’m Alice. I guess we’re neighbors, then.”

The old woman grunted. “You getting along okay out there?”

“Absolutely,” Alice said, faking enthusiasm. “We love it. The property is beautiful.”

The woman looked down at Alice’s wedding band. “You live there with family?”

“Yes,” Alice answered, growing a little uncomfortable. “My husband, my mother, and my kids.” It was on the tip of her tongue to spin some tale about Lucy alive and well and excelling at university, but something about the way the old woman sized her up made her think twice about lying. “Do you have family, Ruth?”

The old woman gave a quick nod. “Not much left. But I got my animals. That’s the kind of company I like. We’re getting ready for the cold weather.”

“So are we. We’ve closed the pool, and we’re getting ready to hunker down.”

“Good.” Ruth’s tone was all business. “Just be careful of those woods, Alice. My advice,” she said, leaning in to deliver her warning, “admire them from afar. Don’t go wandering about.”

“Really?” Alice replied, choosing a charade of innocent curiosity.

Ruth’s gaze was direct and unrelenting. “Nothing good ever comes out of those woods. After what happened with the last ones, those Gordons, I regret that I never said the same to them.”

Alice was suddenly overcome with emotion and her eyes filled with tears. Ruth peered at her. “Spit it out, Alice. Unburden yourself.”

Alice took a step closer to the woman, so close she could smell her musty body odor, dirty hair, and the pong of wet animal fur. “Things are not okay,” she whispered. “Those woods are not okay. First my husband, then my mother, they— What’s out there?”

Ruth frowned, then glanced over her shoulder as though someone might be eavesdropping on their conversation. “Things that cannot be spoken about. You just stay out of there from now on, you hear? And keep your kids out.”

Alice had considered the things she could not speak about. Like pale corpses and eviscerated animals, like occult symbols carved in her daughter’s bedroom floor.

The horror must have shown on her face because Ruth nodded and said, “yes, those kinds of things.” nodded. “Yes, those kinds of things.”

Alice gasped.

“Stop thinking and talking about those woods. They’ll hear you.” She glanced around nervously again. “You be safe out there. And keep an eye on your young ones.”



The exchange stayed with Alice all day, popping up in her head between meetings and emails and phone calls. An internal debate raged in her brain: Was Ruth a crazy, paranoid old lady living alone in the woods, or was she perfectly sane and wise and cautious? Alice wondered if she should have told Ruth about discovering her husband’s and mother’s dead bodies. Maybe that would have compelled the old woman to help her.

Admittedly, she was reluctant to even mention the incident in the woods out loud again. She’d talked to a doctor about it on the Monday after. A doctor who’s a client and a friend. He’d checked her head and eyes and hadn’t found any sign of a concussion. She’d asked him if the hallucinations might be from a brain tumor. He’d asked her a series of questions, looked in her eyes again, and said there was no reason to believe she had one. “Maybe I’m going crazy,” she’d said with a little laugh, hoping he’d reassure her that she wasn’t. Instead he’d asked her how old she was.

When she said fifty, he whistled. “Periods have stopped?” She’d told him more or less, with just the odd spotting. He went over to his desk and came back with a pamphlet titled “Am I Losing My Mind or Am I in Perimenopause?” He’d handed it to her and said, “It might explain a lot of what you’re talking about today, and often the simplest answer is the right one.” None of it felt very simple to Alice, but she didn’t tell him that. She took the pamphlet and thanked him for his time. She didn’t bother telling him that her husband and mother had both gotten lost in the woods and come out acting differently, wearing different clothes. He’d probably just blame all of that on her aging body too. She left his office discouraged and embarrassed, resolved that the less she thought about it or talked about it, the sooner she’d be able to forget it.

The strangeness of the day intensified when Alice got home from work. She’d arrived to an empty house and Panda pacing at the back door. She’d opened it to let her out. The dog went racing toward the woods, stopping right at the edge of the path to growl. Alice was about to go back inside when she saw her mother appear through the opening in the trees. Something seemed odd, and as she got closer Alice could see that she had dirt around her mouth and streaked across her face.

“Mom?” Alice rushed out to meet her. “Are you okay?”

Her mother’s head snapped up, as though Alice had broken some kind of spell. “Hello, dear. Did you have a good day at work?”

That’s when Alice noticed that the dirt was not only around her mother’s lips but in between her teeth and on her gums. It looked like she’d eaten fistfuls. Alice put both hands on her shoulders. “Mom, what happened?”

Her mom shook her head. “What do you mean?”

Alice began to brush at the dirt on her mother’s face. “You’re covered in filth.”

Her mother knocked Alice’s hand away. “Oh dear. I must have wiped it on myself.”

“Wiped it from what?” Alice asked, confused.

“I stumbled a little coming up the hill and put my hands down to catch myself.”

“No. It looks like you fell mouth-first into a pile of dirt.”

Her mother scoffed. “Don’t be silly. I didn’t realize it was still on my hands and must have wiped my mouth.”

Alice didn’t buy it, but she didn’t push it either, because she didn’t want to know. What answer would satisfy? Then a terrible thought dawned: Was this a sign of dementia?

She went with her mother to her cabin to help her clean up properly. Then she suggested her mother lie down for a little while. Surprisingly, Beverley agreed. Alice looked for the cats, but they were nowhere to be found. Normally they would have been weaving in and out of her mother’s legs the minute she walked through the door. Alice checked under her mother’s bed, but they weren’t there. She went into the living-room area and found them huddled together under the couch, looking like one giant multicolored dust ball. She tapped the floor to encourage them to come out, and they slowly slid along on their bellies until they were within reach. Alice gave them all scratches under the chin, which brought them out even farther and got them purring.

“Can I do anything to help with dinner later?” her mother called out from the bedroom. At the sound of her voice the cats skittered back under the couch, one of them letting out a low growl. Alice wasn’t sure which seemed stranger, the cats’ reaction to her mother’s voice or her mother offering to help with dinner.

“Ahh, no, that’s okay, Mom. Just get some rest,” Alice called back, pushing herself up off the floor. She waited a few seconds to see if the cats would come out. When they didn’t, she quietly let herself out of the cabin.

Now Alice takes a sip of her wine, staring out into the woods. There are still a few leaves left on branches, but she focuses on the ones swirling to the ground in a hypnotic dance.

The back door pops open and Alice startles. It’s Geoff, holding his own glass of wine and wearing a coat and a winter beanie.

“Mind if I join you?” he asks, easing himself into the chair beside her. “I’ve put the food in the oven. It should keep for one drink.”

“Of course not,” she answers, even though she’d prefer to be left alone with her thoughts.

After leaving her mother’s cabin she’d gone straight to Geoff’s writing studio to tell him what had happened with Beverley. He’d listened, looking sympathetic, and promised to check in on her more throughout the day when Alice was at work. He’d said all the right things, but Alice felt like deep down he wasn’t really that concerned. He’d changed the topic too fast, offering to get takeout for dinner.

They’d left the cabin together, but Alice forgot her phone so went back for it while Geoff carried on to the house. His laptop was sitting open, and curiosity got the better of her, as it always did, and she snuck a peek. It was a different story from the one she’d read the last time, and it was good—really good. The setting, from what she could glean, was the woods.

She’d left the cabin feeling hopeful that Geoff might get something published after all. But the hope was laced with disquiet. It was a sense of something lurking, just out of sight. Is that a perimenopause feeling? she’d wondered. Or women’s intuition?

Geoff sits down next to her, and she scolds herself for begrudging the interruption. She should be grateful that he’s taken care of dinner, and that he wants to sit out there enjoying a drink and talking. Their relationship hasn’t been this good for years. She should just relax for once and enjoy it, stop looking for fault, stop being so anxious about everything.

“Tell me about your day,” Geoff says, sounding sincerely interested.

“I met a woman at the bank this morning,” Alice tells him. “Ruth Crowley. She owns the other half of the woods.” Alice shifts in her seat so that she’s looking at Geoff.

His eyebrows rise in interest. “Oh wow,” he exclaims. “What was she like?”

“Odd,” Alice says, not sure how else to explain the woman. “She warned me about the woods. She said we should all stay out of them. That it’s safer to admire them from afar.”

“Well, it’s too late for that now, isn’t it?” Geoff says, sounding pleased and a little bit excited.

“So, you’re not concerned?” Alice asks, incredulous. “About the carvings on Polly’s floor, the dead animals, the rumor of a witch in the woods, the horrible things I saw?”

“Not in the least,” Geoff answers with a smile in such opposition to Alice’s mood that it feels like an insult. “I’ve gone in and lived to tell about it. What further proof do you need?” Alice is readying a rebuttal when Geoff adds, “I noticed you were out of that lotion you like, so I picked some up on the way home.”

“Thank you,” Alice says, her previous argument stunned right out of her head by his act of kindness. He smiles back at her and takes a sip of his wine.

She sinks into her chair, the fight in her having evaporated. They sit in comfortable silence, both gazing out at the trees around them. Geoff with awe and wonder. Alice with a nagging feeling she’s forgotten something important from her strange, strange day.
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MONDAY, OCTOBER 23, 2023


Quinn

Quinn and his mom exchange a look across the island. He’s been secretly mad at her since the night she blamed him for Polly and Lucy’s accident, but she’s the only other person in the room right now and so the only other witness to his dad’s weirdness. She’s making her coffee to go in a travel mug while he finishes his bowl of cereal. A few minutes ago, his dad went to get something in the fridge, and Panda, who was sitting beside it, nervously skirted away from him, almost tripping him. His dad gently scolded the dog and then his mom said, “Be careful or we’ll be taking you to the hospital this time.”

“Huh?” his dad had responded, a vacant look in his eyes.

“Remember when Panda was a puppy and we had to take Quinn to the hospital?”

“Ahh, yes,” he replied. “For stitches.”

“I broke my arm,” Quinn corrected him. “Falling into the kitchen chair.”

The vacant look remained in his dad’s eyes, but he snapped his fingers as though he remembered it clearly. “Right,” he said. “The stitches was another time.”

Quinn shook his head. “I’ve never gotten stitches.”

“That was Lucy,” his mom said. “When she was four.” They all paused for a moment, as they always did when somebody mentioned his dead sister. Then Quinn and his mom exchanged a look. His dad turned away from them both and put bread in the toaster.

The weird thing is that his dad used to reference the broken-arm incident all the time. He joked that Panda had ruined Quinn’s chances at being an all-star pitcher when he didn’t make the school baseball team, and that Panda had ruined Quinn’s chances of being an all-star goalie when he didn’t make the school soccer team. It was a family joke to blame Panda for anything that didn’t go right for Quinn, made funnier because Quinn was terrible at sports. For his dad to have a brain glitch around it was odd.

Screwing the lid on her coffee mug, his mom says, “Want a ride to school instead of taking the bus?”

Quinn would rather take the bus, but she sounds hopeful and he’s tired of being mad at her. He also wants to talk about how weird the thing with his dad was just now. “Sure, thanks.” To his father he says, “You good, Dad?” and shoves his lunch bag into his backpack.

His dad turns from the toaster with a smile and a thumbs-up. “I’m great, buddy. Have a good day.”

His mom waits until they’re pulling out of the driveway to ask, “Have you noticed anything strange about your dad lately?”

Quinn shrugs. He struggles with his sense of loyalty toward his dad, the one he considers his true ally, but he has found him a bit weird recently.

“Confusing my broken arm with Lucy’s stitches was a bit weird,” he says.

“Agree. Especially since he was the one who was home when it happened and took you to the hospital. And the other day he seemed to forget about my shrimp allergy.” She’s quiet as she pulls up to a stop sign and waits for her turn to go. “It’s other things, too, though.”

“You mean like how nice he’s been to you lately even without you nagging him to be?”

She snorts. “Yeah, I guess you could say that.” She holds up a hand. “Don’t get me wrong. I’m very appreciative of the changes he’s made lately, but they just feel so out of the blue.” She pauses again, this time seeming to consider whether to say more. “Your nana, she seems different lately too.”

“Yeah,” Quinn answers, feeling no loyalty at all to the old woman. “She’s been a lot less crusty. And she doesn’t say as many rude things to you.”

His mom glances over at him in surprise. “You notice that? How critical she can be of me?”

He nods. “Sometimes.”

“Thank you,” she says. “Sometimes I think it’s all in my head.” She reaches out and gives his hand a quick squeeze, so quick he doesn’t even have time to yank it away. “And I’m sorry, about the night Dad got lost in the woods. I didn’t mean those things I said. I should never have said them.”

“Yeah, okay, whatever. I’m sorry too.” He means it but he hates saying it. “And it’s not in your head. The way Nana treats you. She can be a real bitch.” He braces for his mom’s scolding, but she laughs. Maybe everyone in his family is different now.

“Speaking of things being in your head,” he says, suddenly connecting some dots, “I know you told me not to listen to that podcast about the murders, but in one of the episodes that I listened to before you made that rule, Justine Gordon said she did it because they weren’t really her family.”

His mom shakes her head. “I don’t understand. Who did she think they were?”

“She said that they looked like her family and mostly acted like her family, but she was certain that they were imposters. She said, how could she be guilty of killing her family when they weren’t really her family?”

His mom shivers and scrunches up her face in disgust. “She sounds certifiably crazy.”

“Well, yeah,” Quinn answers. “She ended up in a place for the criminally insane. They found her mentally unfit to stand trial.”

His mom pulls the car up to the curb in front of the school and puts it in park, turning to face him. “Sounds to me like you listened to the entire show.”

“Not the whole thing,” he says. “But it seems like stuff we should know.” She shakes her head, but he can tell from her expression that she agrees and isn’t that mad. “Especially when family members start acting like different people.”

Her eyes go wide. “Oh my God, Quinn. It is not the same thing at all. I’m sorry I even brought it up. Please just forget it. And seriously, no more investigating the murders.”

Quinn lifts his backpack from the floor of the car and opens the door. “Does seem like a strange coincidence though.”

“Don’t be silly,” she says, swatting the air. “It’s not a coincidence at all. Now, go on before you’re late.”

He thanks her for the ride and gets out of the car. Before he enters the school, he glances back to see her still sitting there, with the car in park, staring out the window. He’ll find out later that his mom searched for the podcast. It wasn’t hard to find, all you had to do was type in the words mother kills entire family in Merrymont.




Alice

She broke her own rule, and binge-listened to the first four Justine Gordon episodes of Killing Their Own while driving between appointments, on her earbuds eating lunch in a restaurant, and in a parking lot when she should have been answering emails on her phone. She saved the fifth episode for her drive home.


Cleo: I have a question for you listeners. After what we’ve learned about the Justine Gordon case, do any of you out there believe that there’s something strange in those woods, or is Justine just batshit crazy? Let us know your thoughts in the comments. Today we’re talking to someone close to the case who believes Justine Gordon. Who believes there’s something else going on. At the time of the horrific murders, our guest had only been on the police force for two years. He arrived on the scene after the 911 call made by Justine Gordon’s older son. He was one of the officers appointed with the task of searching the woods. Our guest is still a police officer and therefore we will not be using his real name. His voice has been disguised.

Cleo: Hi, Tom. Welcome to the show. Thanks so much for being here with us today.

Tom: You’re welcome.

Cleo: Let’s dive right in, shall we? Tom, tell us about your experience in the woods surrounding the Gordon house. Explain to us what makes you believe that Justine Gordon may not in fact be criminally insane and that something truly evil lives in those woods, as she continues to claim.

Tom: [clears throat] We were called in to search for the older Gordon boy after his 911 call. We divided the woods into a grid, and I was assigned one area to search. It wasn’t long before another officer found the bodies of the father and the younger son. They’d been buried not far from the main house, where Justine Gordon was explaining that the bodies belonged to imposters. As soon as we found those bodies, our search for the missing eighteen-year-old boy kicked into high gear. The clock was ticking to find him before he succumbed to the poison.

Cleo: Tom, that sounds absolutely horrific. Can you tell us what you found that day in the woods?

Tom: Another officer found the boy’s phone first. It was on a path about a hundred yards into the woods. I was assigned a section of the grid deeper in the woods, where I came across a large rock face. I noticed there was an opening in it, and I thought maybe it led to a cave. I thought maybe the boy could have gone in there for shelter, trying to escape his mom. I radioed to my team that I was heading inside, you know, just in case anything happened. They told me to wait for backup, but time was ticking, you know? So I went in. It was a pretty good size. Big enough to stand up in. Conducted a quick search by the light of my flashlight, and that’s when I saw the pile of clothes. A pair of jeans and a hooded sweatshirt, the kind of clothes an eighteen-year-old boy would wear. They were covered in dried blood and were torn up pretty bad. I radioed to my team lead that I thought I’d found evidence of the boy. He told me he was sending two more officers and a forensics team, and to wait outside the cave. I couldn’t wait. I unholstered my gun, just in case, and continued my search. That’s when I noticed another opening in the rock. I crouched down and shone my flashlight inside and saw that it led to another cave. It was a narrow opening, so I had to turn sideways, but I got myself through. [clears throat] That’s when things got real strange.

Cleo: Tell us about that, Tom.

Tom: [clears throat] Yeah, well, I squeezed my way into the second cave and found that it was even bigger than the first one. More of a cavern, I guess. As soon as I got in there my radio started broadcasting static, one long stream of it. I tried calling my team lead, but I couldn’t transmit or receive, so I turned it off. Walking farther into the cave, I heard a crunching sound underfoot. I shone the flashlight down and saw what looked like bones and bone fragments all over the floor. I swept the flashlight across the cave walls and that’s when I noticed the symbols.

Cleo: Symbols?

Tom: Painted on the walls.

Cleo: What kind of symbols, Tom?

Tom: [clears throat] Witchy-type stuff. Pentagrams. The walls were just covered in them. All kinds of weird symbols.

Cleo: When you say “witchy,” do you mean occult? Would that be the word to use?

Tom: Yeah, sure, occult, that sounds right. Anyway, when I saw those symbols, and the bones on the floor, I wanted to get the hell out of there. I got a real bad feeling. I was pretty freaked out.

Cleo: Well, yeah, of course you were, Tom. That sounds like a very unsettling place to stumble upon.

Tom: Yeah, well, I couldn’t leave, could I? We were looking for the older boy. I had to examine every corner of that cave, and the cavern beyond.

Cleo: And?

Tom: Besides that torn-up pile of clothes with the bloodstains, there was no sign of him. Longest search of my life. Whole time I felt something in there with me. Watching. When I finished my search, I turned to get out of there, and blocking the entrance was this thin figure. It just appeared out of nowhere. Like, materialized. Real tall, well over six feet, and it looked like it was wearing a black robe. It startled me so bad that I dropped the flashlight. It bounced away, shining in a different direction, and that’s when I saw another one. Not as tall. I could see long hair coming out from under the hood. It p-pointed a finger at me. That’s when I drew my gun. Before I could give a warning or fire a shot, I heard a hissing sound. The last thing I remember was feeling cold. Ice-cold. I must have passed out, because the next thing I remember, my fellow officers were standing over me. My flashlight was smashed to pieces, and my gun was back in its holster. Like I’d never drawn it all. But I did. I did draw my weapon when I saw that thing.

Cleo: Wow, Tom. You must have been terrified. Did any of the other officers see these figures?

Tom: No. I was the only one. It would have been better for me if someone else had seen them.

Cleo: And the symbols in the cave and the bones? What did police make of that evidence? Was there ever any connection made to Justine Gordon?

Tom: Not that I’m aware of, but that’s above my pay grade. I do know that forensics confirmed that the bloody clothes belonged to the missing boy. Found traces of animal blood on them too. [long sigh] I can tell you that the brass wasn’t interested in my report and didn’t follow up with me. I get it. They aren’t gonna waste manpower on the cave, because they got their perpetrator. Case closed. Justine Gordon confessed to the killings that night, though later, she pleaded not guilty by reason of insanity. Now she’s locked up in the loony bin.

Cleo: And how did that make you feel, Tom? To have such a frightening experience and then be disbelieved by your colleagues?

Tom: [huffs loudly] Leave it to the experts, I say. Get to the bottom of it once and for all. I have no idea what that place was, but the bit about not being believed by the other guys? That didn’t feel too good. I transferred out of that detachment six months after. I just couldn’t take the constant ridicule.

Cleo: I’m sorry that happened to you, Tom.

Tom: Yeah, but I know what I saw. No one’s gonna convince me otherwise. There’s something in those woods. I’m not trying to justify Justine Gordon killing her family or anything, but something else is going on. Something evil. Maybe she’s not as crazy as everyone says she is. Maybe she knows something. Maybe she was just fucking afraid.



Alice pulls into the driveway just as the podcast comes to an end. Turning off her car, she sits and waits for her hands to stop trembling. Her brain is stuck on the part about the symbols in the cave. They sound like the ones carved into Polly’s floor. Did Justine Gordon carve those symbols on the bedroom floor and in that cave in the woods? she wonders. Or did it start before Justine Gordon? What did Libby say about the woman who lived here before the Gordons? Abandoned by her family, she started sacrificing animals, then disappeared? The questions are a swarm of angry flies buzzing in her head.

A banging on her car window startles her so badly she screams. It’s Geoff, standing there with a smile on his face, the one he seems to wear all the time now. Her mother is beside him.

Alice rolls down the window. “You two scared me,” she says. “What’s up?”

“Sorry, dear,” her mother answers. “We were just returning from a walk in the woods and saw you sitting here.”

“A walk in the woods together?” They nod in unison. “But why?”

“Why not?” her mother replies.

“Is everything okay?” Geoff asks, the smile turning to sincere concern. “You seem tense.”
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TUESDAY, OCTOBER 24, 2023


Polly

“Hey, Pollypoo. Are you okay?” Sierra asks. “You’re as white as a sheet and you haven’t moved from that spot in, like, hours.”

Polly gives her head a shake and pushes off the counter, grabbing a dishcloth to wipe it down. “Sorry. My stomach’s upset and I haven’t been sleeping very well. I keep having bad dreams.” She doesn’t share with Sierra that she thinks the magic mushrooms she did nearly two weeks ago may have poisoned her. She’s felt nauseous ever since.

“Not surprised you have bad dreams and don’t sleep well.” Sierra picks at her nose ring. “You live in the murder house. Very bad vibes.” She snaps her fingers. “Speaking of, what would you say about a séance at your place on Halloween?” Sierra squeals like she’s proposing a shopping spree or spa visit.

“Umm, I don’t know. I have no idea what you’d even do at one of those.”

“I’ll take care of everything. You’d just have to let us in and be part of the circle.”

Polly wishes a customer would come to the counter to interrupt the conversation but it’s their slow time of the day. “I don’t know. Isn’t it bad to play around with that stuff?”

Sierra puts a hand to her chest dramatically. “Polly! Spirits want to be seen and heard. They want to tell their story. We would be helping those lost souls trapped in your house. We can free them.” Polly’s not sure, but she thinks she sees the shine of tears in Sierra’s eyes. “Plus, I’m going to document it all and use it for my application, so you’d be majorly helping me out.”

Polly shrugs. “Yeah, sure. I guess so.”

“Amazing! Now, we’re gonna need four people. We’ve got three with me, you, and Ethan. Can you find a fourth?”

“I can see if my boyfriend can come,” she offers.

“Boyfriend?” Sierra shrieks. “I didn’t know you had a boyfriend. I can’t wait to meet him.” A customer comes through the door, and she moves toward the cash register still talking. “I’m surprised he never shows up here asking for free coffee or anything.”

Polly moves things around in the bakery case to make it look fuller. “He’s kind of shy.”

“Well, can’t wait to meet him on Halloween at our murder-house séance,” Sierra says, pumping a fist in the air before turning to help the customer.

Polly doesn’t mention that she hasn’t seen Gray in over a week. The longest he’s gone without coming to her window. Or that she is still traumatized by the night in the cave.





[image: ]

FRIDAY, OCTOBER 27, 2023


Alice

Alice hadn’t planned on visiting the strange old woman, let alone unannounced. And yet, here she is, at the end of her work day, on the other side of the woods, pulling into a driveway with a mailbox marked Crowley. She blames the podcast. It’s made her question everything, and now she’s desperate for answers. She needs to know what the old woman knows.

The driveway is long, narrow, and meandering, reaching well into the woods. Alice couldn’t turn around even if she wanted to. Her sense of claustrophobia grows the farther in she drives. She only fully exhales when she spies through the trees a circular driveway in front of a two-story log cabin.

She doesn’t get out of the car right away, taking a few seconds to survey the property and make sure Ruth doesn’t come out with a shotgun. It’s a contrast to her own place with its expansive front and back lawns, swimming pool, cabins, and a larger, more updated home. This place has a modest front yard with wild gardens leaving only strips of grass to walk through. There are a couple of open-fronted shacks stacked with wood and a shed that leans so far to one side it’s resting up against a tree for support. A rusty green pickup is parked in the driveway.

Alice is just getting out of her car when the front door opens and Ruth Crowley appears. She’s wearing the same long brown dress that she’d had on in the bank the day they met, and her hair is still wild. The only difference in her appearance is the owl perched on her left shoulder.

“I’m so sorry to come unannounced,” Alice says, staying in front of her car in case she’s not welcome and needs to get out of there quickly.

Ruth, frowning, waves her toward the house. “It’s fine, just hurry and get inside,” she calls out.

Alice does as she’s told, glancing up at the sky to see if it’s about to rain, but it’s a cloudless blue. As she steps up on the porch, she’s struck by the fear that the owl on Ruth’s shoulder will swoop at her. Drawing closer, she notices that the bird has only one wing. It swivels its head to appraise her with wide, yellow eyes.

Ruth steps away from the door and grabs the sleeve of Alice’s coat to pull her inside the house. “Do you think anyone saw you?”

“Pull into the driveway? Ahh, no. I don’t think so.” Alice tries to remember if she saw any other cars on the road before turning in.

“Not the driveway,” Ruth snaps at her. “In the forest. Did you see anyone watching you from the forest?”

A chill runs down Alice’s spine. “I wasn’t looking closely, but nothing caught my eye.”

Ruth visibly relaxes and reaches up to stroke the feathers of the owl. “This is Anne,” she explains. “She’s intimidating but she’s harmless.”

She gestures for Alice to follow her through the cluttered entranceway and into an even more cluttered living room. The entire place is made of exposed logs, even the low ceiling, giving Alice a claustrophobic feeling. Every surface is piled high—with books, blankets, newspapers, magazines, and dirty dishes.

“Have a seat,” Ruth says, gesturing to a couch piled high with dusty throw cushions and old magazines. “Can I get you a cup of tea? I’ve got some chamomile on the stove, made right from the garden.”

“Please don’t go to any trouble,” Alice says, keeping her coat on and maneuvering herself into a spot on the couch to avoid the piles.

“No trouble at all,” Ruth says before disappearing into another room. Alice is overwhelmed with a desire to get up and run from the dark, dank room. She shifts in her seat, ready to stand, when movement in a corner of the room catches her eye. Something low to the ground on four legs emerges.

Alice gasps when she sees that it’s a fox, missing both eyes and part of one ear. Twitching its pointy black nose in the air, it finds Alice’s scent.

“Don’t mind him,” Ruth says, arriving back in the room with two steaming mugs. “That’s Finn. He’s also harmless. Just likes to get to know everyone’s smells.” She puts a large ceramic mug in front of Alice and then eases down into a chair across from the couch. The owl is no longer on her shoulder, but the fox gracefully jumps up onto her lap, curling into a ball.

“My mother takes in rescue cats,” Alice says, attempting to connect. Ruth nods and takes a sip of her tea. “Are the owl and fox from a local rescue?”

Ruth snorts. “Yeah, the woods.”

“Oh, yes, of course. That makes sense,” Alice says, feeling stupid. “You must find all kinds of wounded animals in these woods.”

Ruth purses her lips and glances out the window before answering. “They find me.” As though on cue, a one-legged crow swoops into the room to land on the wide mantel over the stone fireplace. This time Alice screams and puts her hands over head. The crow squawks in response.

“That’s Peter,” Ruth says. “He’ll only come at you if you look him right in the eye.”

Alice takes her hands away from her head and shifts in her seat so that there’s no possible way she could make eye contact with the crow. She’s trembling, so she clasps her hands in her lap to try to conceal it. “When we first moved here, we found mutilated animals on our lawn one morning. Do you know—”

“Have a sip of the tea,” Ruth interrupts. “It’ll calm those nerves.”

Alice hadn’t planned on drinking the tea, but she doesn’t want to be rude so she takes a sip. It’s warm and sweet, rather than the scalding, bitter taste she’d expected. She takes another sip and notices a calming sensation move through her, quelling the tremble.

“That’s delicious,” Alice says, with sincerity.

“Teas are my specialty,” Ruth says, holding her mug up. “I grow the herbs in my garden. Sell them at the farmers’ market.” She puts the mug down on the cluttered table beside her and strokes the fox’s red-golden fur. Alice has an unexpected desire to pet it too.

“How are you settling in over there?”

Alice pauses. Perhaps Ruth has forgotten about the other day when she told her things were not okay. “We’re all settled in, but there have been some incidents. The other day at the bank I tried to tell you about the strange carvings on my daughter’s bedroom floor.”

“Shhhhh.” Ruth puts a finger to her lips and shakes her head. She scoots the fox off her lap and gets up, leaves the room, then returns a few seconds later with a pad and pen. She hands both to Alice and mouths, “Write it.”

Alice stares back at her incredulously but obeys. Resting the pad on her lap she makes some bullet-point notes:


	We found dismembered animals all over our lawn one morning in September. Including a decapitated bird and a skunk turned inside out.

	Our family dog won’t go into the woods. She growls and whines all day.

	There are weird symbols carved on my daughter’s bedroom floor and the words “donum silvis.” Same symbols as the cave??

	I fell down a hill in the woods one day and found the eviscerated bodies of my mother and husband. When I went back home, they were there, alive and unharmed.



Her hand trembles as she writes the last point. Putting it down on paper makes it too real. She hands back the pad of paper to Ruth, who reads what Alice wrote, nods gently, and starts writing. She hands the pad back to Alice.

In shaky chicken scratch, Ruth has written a short explanation for each of Alice’s points.


	dismembered animals are part of the ritual

	animals sense things and your dog is no different

	never go in that cave!



Ruth hasn’t responded to Alice’s admission about her mother and her husband. There is no annotation. She circles the last statement and thrusts the pad back to Ruth.

Ruth scrawls in full caps: STAY OUT OF THE WOODS

Alice shakes her head and moves to stand up. She’s had about enough of this old woman’s games.

Ruth shakes her head and motions for her to stay seated. “Have some of your tea,” she says in a normal voice. “I’ll be back in a minute with something to show you.”

Compared to her strong urge to leave, Alice’s need for answers is stronger. She takes a sip of her tea and stays on the couch. She can hear Ruth rummaging around upstairs. The fox is now sitting up, looking like he’s staring right at Alice through his carved-out eye sockets. She gives a sideways glance at the crow on the mantel. It’s staring at her too. Alice’s eyes dart down to her lap.

She has only a few seconds to ponder the strangeness of her situation when Ruth comes back into the room carrying a cardboard box. She brings it over to the couch and plops down beside Alice, bringing with her a waft of musty body odor. Putting the box on the floor, she bends down and pulls a black leather-bound book from it.

“It was my sister’s.” She whispers so quietly Alice is forced to read her lips. “The one who owned your house.” Ruth opens the book and flips through it for a few seconds before holding it up for Alice to see. The page is covered with the same symbols carved on Polly’s bedroom floor.

“Those are the ones!” Alice exclaims. Ruth shakes her head and puts a finger to her lips. Alice whispers, “Is your sister here in this house right now?” Ruth shakes her head. “Then why can’t we talk normally?”

“My sister lost everything when she went through the change. She died in an institution.”

Alice’s heart starts racing. “Institutionalized for menopause?”

Ruth nods and puts a finger to her lips again. “Her husband claimed she became a different person almost overnight. Couldn’t sleep, grew paranoid. She became irritable, frustrated, tired. She started saying what she really thought of him instead of holding back to keep the peace. Let herself go, he said. But I think he was afraid of her rage. He left her soon after. Left her in that house all alone and even convinced their daughter not to see her. He started dating a younger woman from work.”

“How horrible,” Alice whispers in response, recognizing parts of herself in Ruth’s story.

Ruth nods, frowning deeply. “She wanted them back. I don’t think she quite knew who she was without them. She started spending too much time alone. Too much time trying to see the future, control outcomes. She got into all that stuff. Tarot, crystals, herbs, witchcraft. She started doing spells and rituals to call her family back.” She pauses to give a sideways nod to the fox. “Using animal parts and sometimes full sacrifices.” The last word hisses through Alice’s ear and she shudders. “Her husband came back to get her to sign some documents and found her naked and raving.

“She explained that her body was on fire and she couldn’t stand wearing clothes anymore, but he was disgusted by the sight. He said the house was a disaster, full of animal parts, bones, herbs. This.” She taps the book.

Alice wants to shift away from Ruth and this horrible story, but Ruth is holding on to her coat sleeve. She can feel the rough fabric of the woman’s dress against her hand, and wisps of her wild gray hair tickle Alice’s cheeks.

“He called the police,” she continues, her whisper dropping lower with anger. “They took her away. Put her in an institution—”

Spittle lands on her ear, but Alice does not wipe it away. Instead she leans in. “If your sister didn’t mutilate those animals on my lawn, who did?”

Suddenly there’s a loud bang on one of the windows and a bird ricochets off the pane. Ruth jumps up to go see and Alice follows. In the grass lies a small brown sparrow, one wing tucked tight against its body, the other jutting out at an awkward angle. Ruth pulls Alice away from the window.

“You need to go,” she whispers. “They don’t like when I talk about them.”

“Who are ‘they’?” Alice asks, more confused than ever.

“The woods,” Ruth hisses.

“I don’t understand,” Alice says, fighting against Ruth, who is now pulling her toward the door.

“The last time I saw my sister alive, she told me, ‘Don’t ever try and stop it, don’t ever get in its way, and don’t tell anyone what you know.’ ”

“But what is it exactly?” Alice says through gritted teeth.

“Whatever my sister conjured,” Ruth whispers. She puts the leather-bound book into the cardboard box and then picks the whole thing up and shoves it into Alice’s arms. “Maybe you can find some answers in here.” She pushes Alice toward the front door again but then stops suddenly. “Hold on.” She rushes out of the room.

When she returns a minute later, she’s carrying a small brown paper bag and talking normally. “Some of my tea for you.” She drops it into the box. “It’s like the one you just had but with something a little extra. For those nights you can’t sleep. Women reach a certain age, and the nights become long.” Alice nods, unsure if she can talk freely yet. “Use a tea ball and steep for at least five minutes,” Ruth adds before guiding Alice toward the front door again. “Come see me at the farmers’ market if you want more of it and we’ll talk there.” She opens the front door and practically pushes Alice out.

Alice hurries to her car, feeling like a million eyes are on her. She gets the box in the back as quickly as she can and is just pulling the driver’s-side door open when she detects movement in her peripheral vision. A doe steps free of the trees, then two smaller deer follow. The three animals stand in a line, staring intensely at Alice.

She glances back at the house, wondering if Ruth sees the deer too. Are they part of her animal family or are they a threat? Ruth stands at the window, but she’s not looking at the deer, she’s watching Alice.

Driving down the narrow dirt road, Alice catches glimpses of the deer as they move through the trees alongside her car. Only once she’s pulled free of the driveway and out onto the road does she exhale.
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SUNDAY, OCTOBER 29, 2023


Polly

Polly can feel something growing inside of her, squirming and scratching deep down in her gut. Somehow, she’s able to see down her own throat and into her belly. Nestled against the pink walls of her womb, she can make out a small patch of thick black-and-gray fur. While she watches, it starts growing bigger. Claws unfurl from the mass of fur, stretching upward, then dragging down the inside of Polly’s gut, leaving trails of bloody, pulpy flesh. A long snout lifts out of the black fur, and Polly sees two yellow eyes looking up at her from her own depths. She’s sure it’s going to split her apart but instead it begins to devour her from the inside. She feels herself being sucked down the wet throat of the creature, her screams becoming muffled, the sense of her own body disappearing, until she’s the one looking up from the depths of its belly.

Polly wakes with a start, the back of her neck slick with sweat. Her covers are twisted around her legs, and she kicks furiously to free herself.

She used to crawl into bed with her sister whenever she had a bad dream. Her sister never said anything, just pulled back the covers and made room for her. All Polly needed was the warmth of her sister’s body next to hers, the sound of her breathing and the sugar-cookie smell of her to soothe the nightmare away.

“Hey,” she whispers into the dark. “Can you hear me?” She hasn’t heard her sister’s voice since the night in the cave. It makes her wonder if she wasn’t imagining it all along. Some kind of hallucination to help her deal with the grief.

Lying there, awake in the dark, her mind inevitably travels to Gray. What started as a harmless flirtation with a boy has turned into something more like a dark fairy tale. One that has her obsessed and full of longing. It’s like he’s cast a spell over her. Wanting to escape thoughts of him, and the lingering images from her nightmare, she gets out of bed and goes out to the kitchen.

“Polly?” her mom calls out softly from the living room. She’s sitting on the couch in the dark, wrapped in a blanket. Polly glances at the clock on the stove. It reads 3:04 a.m.

“What are you doing up?” Polly whispers back, going into the room to sit down beside her on the couch, pulling on the blanket to cover her bare legs.

“I couldn’t sleep. Again.” Her mom tries to be subtle about wiping tears from her cheeks, but Polly can tell that she’s been crying. “One of the perils of being a middle-aged woman.” She laughs, but the emotion is so thick in her throat it sounds like she’s gagging.

Polly shifts so that she’s farther under the blanket and leans against her mom’s body. “Are you feeling sad because of Lucy?” She hears a catch in her mom’s breath. That’s her answer.

“I was too,” she says. She wishes she could tell her mom everything. About Gray. About the night her sister died. She wishes she could unload everything into her mom’s lap and ask her what she should do, but that would mean telling her mom about smoking weed at the side of the house, having a boy in her room without permission, doing mushrooms, and having sex in a cave when she said she was sleeping over at Natalie’s.

She’s gotten used to keeping secrets. It’s easier than one would think, which makes her imagine that everyone in the family probably has them. That maybe family members don’t know each other as well as they may think. That they’re all imposters in some way.

Polly rests her head on her mom’s shoulder, soaking in the warmth and familiarity of it, even reaching out to take one of her hands. “Do you think it will ever stop hurting?”

“I can’t imagine it will,” her mom answers with a sigh. “But if I figure out how it can, you’ll be the first one I tell.”

“Mom?” Polly says, lifting her head and shifting so that she can see the outline of her mother’s face in the dark.

“What is it?” her mom answers, sounding scared.

“Do you think the strange things that have happened since we moved here are just weird coincidences, or is something not right about this place?” She nods toward the trees outside the window.

Her mom looks away from her and out the same window. She’s silent for a while, as though really considering what Polly is asking. Then she moves so that she can put an arm around her and pull her in closer. “It’s just taking some time to settle in, that’s all.” She rubs Polly’s arm. “The house is great, and the woods are too. Exactly what we all needed. Not a thing to worry about.”

There’s not a whole lot of confidence in her mom’s voice, and it seems like she’s trying to convince herself as much as she is Polly, but she doesn’t push it. She’s tired. They’re both quiet then, thinking their own thoughts, staring out the window at the deep, dark woods.




Alice

Geoff bringing her Sunday-morning coffee in bed has turned into Geoff getting back in bed with her naked, pulling her T-shirt over her head, and doing things that make her forget that she has morning breath and needs to pee. By the time he moves on top of her, she is already wrapping her legs around his hips and pushing him in deeper. He looks down at her with a smile, loving the effect he has on her now, and that’s when she sees it. His eyes flash all black and then back to normal again.

She puts both hands on his chest and shoves him off her. “Something is wrong with your eyes!” She pushes herself up to sitting, clutching the sheets to her chest.

He comes up on his knees to face her, looking as confused and alarmed as she is. “What’s the matter?”

“Your eyes, they went all black for a second.” She points at his now perfectly normal eyes. “Did you feel anything?”

He shakes his head and laughs. “Oh my God, Alice. It was probably just a shadow reflected or something.”

“No, I saw it. It was like ink covered your entire eyeball. Then it went back to normal.”

He widens his eyes and leans toward her. “Look now.”

Perfectly normal. “But I saw it,” she insists, feeling less sure of herself. He moves in closer and tries to nuzzle her neck, but she pushes him away.

“What’s the matter?” he asks, wearing that wounded look that he always gets when she rejects his advances.

“I’m sorry. I’m just not in the mood anymore.”

He slides away from her and starts searching for his boxer shorts. “That’s fine,” he says unconvincingly. “But I’m worried about you, Alice. You seem, I don’t know…” He stands up to pull on his underwear and turns to face her. “Paranoid? On edge?”

She leans over the bed to retrieve her T-shirt. Her nakedness suddenly makes her feel vulnerable. “Do you ever wonder if we did the right thing, moving here?”

He huffs and throws his hands up in the air. “I can’t believe you even need to ask that question. As far as I’m concerned, our family has never been happier.”

“Except for when Lucy was alive,” she’s quick to reply. She pulls the T-shirt on. When she pops her head out, Geoff is looking back at her in total confusion. “Your daughter Lucy,” she snaps. “We can’t possibly be happier than when she was alive. I mean, it’s literally impossible to be happier than ever, because none of us will ever be happier than when she was alive. That’s just a fact of our lives now. There will only ever be a certain degree of happiness we can achieve without her.” Alice’s voice escalates with each sentence, but she can’t help it. Even contemplating greater happiness feels like a betrayal.

Geoff nods. “I understand what you’re saying,” he replies calmly, as though to counter her heightened emotions. “We all miss Lucy, but at some point, we have to focus on the family that we have left. Be grateful for that and let everything else go.”

Alice isn’t sure if she’s being overly sensitive, but it feels as though Geoff is trying to convince her to forget about Lucy. “I will never let Lucy go,” she says through gritted teeth, wondering how the conversation has taken such a turn.

“I’m only saying it for your sake, Alice,” he says, looking right at her. “All I want is for you to be as happy as I am.” Before she can respond, he goes over to the work bag she’d dumped beside the dresser when she got home on Friday. He reaches in and pulls out a folded paper.

“This fell out of your bag the other day,” he says, passing her the pamphlet the doctor had given her on the symptoms of perimenopause. “I put it back and wasn’t going to say anything, but… well. I know it may be hard to accept, but I think there could be more going on with you than you’re ready to admit.”

Holding the pamphlet up she asks, “What does this have to do with anything? It was your eyes that turned black. Not mine.”

He reaches down and rubs her shin poking out from under the sheet. Staring down at her with what might possibly be pity. “What I was saying before,” he explains. “The paranoia, being on edge, imagining things about the woods and this house. Maybe it can all be explained. Just consider it. Maybe go back to the doctor. See if there are any drugs that could help.” He gives her leg a quick squeeze. “Now, I’m going to go make us a nice big breakfast.” He flashes her a wide smile, like he’s already forgotten their disagreement and flipped back to his default setting of happy, compliant, vacant husband.

He leaves the room, and she stares down at the pamphlet in her hand. There it is, paranoia, listed along with jittery feeling, hot flashes, stress, fast heartbeat, irritability, and restlessness. It pretty much perfectly describes how she’s been feeling lately. She hears the doctor’s words in her head again: Often the simplest answer is the correct explanation.

Images flash through her mind—the decapitated bird, the bodies in the ferns, the dirt between her mother’s teeth, the black ink spilling over Geoff’s eyes, the sniffling snout of Ruth Crowley’s blind fox. Is she losing her mind? Then she remembers in the middle of the night, Polly asking if she thought something was not right about the house and the woods. Polly feels it, and Quinn does too. She rips up the pamphlet and shoves it in her bedside drawer.



She offers to clean up the breakfast dishes and tells Geoff he should go get some writing in. After Polly leaves for work and Quinn retires to his room to play videogames, she’s in the clear. She puts the last plate in the dishwasher and then heads out to her car. Glancing around to make sure no one is out there, she opens the back hatch to retrieve the cardboard box that Ruth Crowley gave her on Friday. This is the first chance she’s had to go through it.

The garage is probably the best place to get some uninterrupted time to herself. No one goes in there unless they absolutely have to, because it’s still a mess from when they moved in. A mountain of empty cardboard boxes waiting to be broken down and recycled takes up half the space. The rest is full of pieces of furniture that used to be in their old house but just don’t work in the new one.

Alice clears off an armchair that has already started to smell musty from being outside for two months and drags over a low bench to use as a table. She sits down, pulls out the leather-bound book, and starts flipping through it from the beginning. Everything is in Latin, which means she can’t understand it, but she pulls out her phone and finds the photo Geoff sent her that day of Polly’s floor. It takes her no time to match symbols from the book with ones in the photo. They’re all labeled in Latin as well, so she opens the Google Translate app.

She types in the words under one of the symbols, a triangle with another smaller triangle inside of it—protection of one child. She remembers Ruth mentioning that her sister’s husband had convinced their only daughter to stay away from her mother. Alice wonders if this symbol was for her, and she’s suddenly filled not with fear but sadness. She continues typing in the words under each symbol and finds that one means familial, another means to return, and another means earth.

Alice has to flip through several pages of the book before she finds the biggest symbol on the floor. The translation comes back as conjuration.

She notices that a line is carved from the conjuration symbol to a smaller one just above it. She flips through the book until she finds the smaller symbol and types the Latin words under it into her phone. The words that come back flood her with unease—sign of the witch. Could Ruth’s sister have conjured a witch in the woods? The question swims through Alice’s mind like a slippery eel. Before she has a chance to convince herself otherwise, the side door to the garage bangs open, sending shudders through the whole building. Alice screams and jumps up from the chair, knocking the book to the floor and almost tipping over the cardboard box.

“For heaven’s sake, Alice,” her mother scolds. “What’s with the dramatics?”

“You scared me,” Alice shouts, relieved to see that it’s only her mother. For a split second she’d honestly thought the witch had come for her. Now, staring into her mother’s sharp blue eyes as she stands at the garage door, a paintbrush in her hand, she feels ridiculous.

“What on earth are you doing in here?”

“I could ask you the same thing,” Alice responds, flinching at how defensive she sounds.

“I’m looking for some turpentine for my brushes,” her mother explains without a beat. Then looks at Alice expectantly.

“I was just looking at some boxes we forgot to unpack.” She gestures to the box sitting on the bench. “Making sure there was nothing important in them.”

Her mother inches forward. “Anything of interest in there?”

Alice grabs the box off the bench, drops it to the floor, and then kicks it behind the armchair. “No. That one is just full of junk.”

“Are you all right, dear?” her mother asks, narrowing her eyes. “You seem jumpier than usual.”

Alice shakes her head. “I’m fine. Nothing to worry about at all. Do you want me to help you find the turpentine?”

Her mother says something, but Alice doesn’t hear her because at the very same moment an inky black shadow floods her mother’s eyes and then disappears. “Mom, your eyes. Did you feel that?”

Her mother smiles warily and shakes her head. “Feel what, dear?”

“A black shadow just went right across both your eyes and then disappeared. The same thing happened to Geoff’s eyes this morning, but he said he didn’t feel it.” Alice’s face is only inches from her mother’s, but she can’t see anything out of the ordinary.

Her mother takes a step away from Alice. “You’re the only one who’s seen this black-shadow-in-the-eyes thing?” Alice nods, her stare fixed in case it happens again. “Well then, it sounds like maybe it’s a ‘you’ problem. I mean, since neither Geoff nor I have experienced anything out of the ordinary.”

“But why would I see it in your eyes if my eyes were the problem?”

“Migraines can cause people to see some very strange things,” her mother explains. “Maybe you should go lie down for a little while in case something is coming on.” She takes Alice’s hand and leads her out of the garage. “You know, my mother suffered terribly from migraines when she stopped menstruating. And those kinds of things run in the family.”

Alice allows herself to be led from the garage by her mother and even to be convinced to lie down on the couch with a cold cloth across her forehead. After an hour of waiting for this hereditary, menopausal, hallucination-inducing migraine to arrive, she tosses the cloth aside and gets up. Feeling like she may be on the brink of finally figuring some things out, she goes back out to the garage to resume her inspection of the box that Ruth Crowley gave her.

The box is gone.
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Quinn

Quinn can’t believe he let Polly talk him into this stupid séance with her weird work friends. The girl, Sierra, with her orange hair and pentagram necklace, is extremely lame. Every time she moves, the whole room is filled with the sound of all her protective shit clanging, and she won’t shut up about the energy of the place.

He can tell that she listened to the Killing Their Own podcast because she’s already quoted it a few times. When she first got there, she launched into a soliloquy about how cool it was to be in the murder house and to live in a town where such an infamous crime took place. Quinn told her that was a pretty messed-up thing to be excited about. She glared at him but stopped talking.

His parents are out, and he was going to go trick-or-treating with Jason, possibly egg some houses at the same time, but Polly said she’d give him four joints if he stayed for the séance. Someone else was supposed to be there but backed out, and they need an even number, or something. He agreed, but hopes it’s done in time to take one of those joints over to Jason’s to hang out. Maybe watch a horror movie or something. He’s never been a big fan of Halloween, and he hates dressing up, but he likes scary movies and candy.

Sierra and her friends have pushed back some of the living-room furniture to make space for a circle of tea lights in the middle of the room and some other shit he doesn’t recognize that “helps summon the spirits.” In the center of the circle, she’s put a picture she downloaded online of the man who was murdered in this room: John Gordon.

“Let’s everyone take a seat and join hands,” Sierra says in a voice so cringey it makes Quinn scowl. He can’t believe Polly is friends with this weirdo. She used to hang out with the coolest kids at her school.

Despite his annoyance, Quinn sits down beside Polly and some guy she works with. Ethan drinks straight from a wine bottle and Quinn is pretty sure he’s wearing makeup, but he’s barely said three words. They all join hands, and Quinn recoils at the clamminess of Ethan’s.

“Thank you all for coming,” Sierra says, as though it’s her house. “Thank you to Quinn for filling in for Polly’s boyfriend, who couldn’t make it.”

When Quinn hears this, he turns to Polly in surprise, never having heard of any boyfriend, but she keeps her eyes on Sierra and won’t look at him. Sierra drones on about proper séance protocol but he doesn’t listen. He’s trying to remember any signs that Polly’s got a boyfriend. Honestly, she’s not the type to have a boyfriend; she’s the hit-it-and-quit-it type. Monogamy was more Lucy’s thing.

Sierra tells them to close their eyes and focus on the circle that they are making with their energy. It takes all of Quinn’s strength not to yank his hand away from clammy guy and his sneaky sister and break up the whole thing. He’s pissed at Polly. He thought they were getting closer since moving here, but then she goes and gets a secret boyfriend?

Sierra’s now calling in spirits. She has a bunch of cameras placed around the room. One to video everything, and one to record sounds that the ghosts might make. She’s also got a spirit box, and something to measure the electromagnetic field, an EMF meter. She made a big show of explaining it all and then bossed Quinn around about how to set it up. All of it looks pretty low-tech to him, like a bunch of kids’ toys.

“We are calling in John Gordon, husband of Justine Gordon, who was brutally murdered in this room in 2019.” Sierra’s voice booms, and Quinn thinks that if he were a spirit there’s no way he’d respond to her.

“We are here in peace and friendship,” Sierra continues, her voice getting more dramatic with each word. “We mean you no harm.”

Polly gives Quinn’s hand a squeeze, probably to let him know that she finds the whole thing as cringey as he does, but he ignores her. He’s not talking to her right now, and that includes nonverbal communication.

One of the gadgets in the room starts making a high-pitched whining sound and he feels Ethan tense up beside him. They all open their eyes and look over at the EMF meter on the hearth. The lights on it are flashing. There’s no way that’s not rigged, Quinn thinks.

“Okay, people, we’re getting somewhere,” Sierra announces, sounding like she’s on an episode of Ghost Hunters.

Quinn snorts and Polly gives his hand a hard yank this time. He wants to turn to her and ask why she cares what these weirdos think, but he keeps his mouth shut.

“We feel your presence here, John. Thank you for joining us. Can you please give us a physical sign for further confirmation?”

The four of them sit in silence with only the sound of the EMF meter whining away. Ethan’s hand is slick with sweat, and Quinn’s not sure if he can take much more of this. He’s almost worked up the courage to pull his hands free and declare his exit when there’s a rustling sound in the corner. Panda is lying on the couch only a few feet away, so there’s no way it’s her.

“Is that you, John?” Sierra asks. The rustling stops. Quinn opens his eyes and sees that the tea lights look as though someone is softly blowing on them. He looks at the others in the circle; they all have their eyes open and are watching it too.

“Please,” Sierra says, “give us a sign that you’re here. Something that lets us know that it’s you, John.”

Quinn’s not sure if he’s imagining it or not, but a breeze moves through the room, as though someone has just opened a window. He can feel Polly shiver beside him, which means she feels it as well. A loud clanging erupts beside the fireplace. Polly and Ethan both scream and jump to their feet, breaking the circle.

“Never break the circle!” Sierra yells.

Polly ignores her and runs over and turns on all the lights. The four of them rush to the fireplace to see what made the clanging noise. There on the floor, a few feet away from the fire-tools caddy, is the fire poker.

“That’s what Justine Gordon used to kill her husband,” Quinn says, pointing at the weapon. “She beat him to death with it.” The EMF meter suddenly goes silent and the flames of the tea lights stop flickering.

“Well, people,” Sierra says with unearned authority, “we have made contact.” She pulls out her phone and starts taking photos of the fire poker on the floor. Quinn studies it and the fire-tools caddy while she does, looking for any sign she rigged it—like clear fishing line or something.

“So you think there’s an actual ghost in our house right now?” Polly asks Sierra.

“I’d say there was. Not sure he’s still here, but we’re going to move on to the next room and see if we can call in anyone else.”

Polly shakes her head. “Sierra, I’m not sure if that’s a good idea. The whole thing is creeping me out. My stomach is really upset.” Quinn is surprised. His sister is usually a lot tougher, not so easily unsettled. Her usual demeanor is bitchy and bored, as if nothing can penetrate her thick skin.

“Um, we’re not stopping now! I mean, does nobody else find it fucking freaky that the fire poker fell over? It’s the murder weapon!”

“I think it’s fucking cool,” Ethan says, and they all turn in surprise.

“This is what we came for,” Sierra explains to Polly, her voice full of condescension. She reaches out and pulls Polly into her body. “Don’t worry, Pollypoo. I won’t let anything happen to you. I know what I’m doing.”

Quinn cannot believe that his sister doesn’t shove Sierra away. He grabs Polly’s arm and pulls her away from the other two. “Are you okay?”

She shakes her head. “I don’t know. I just find the whole thing kind of scary. Don’t you?”

“I didn’t mean that. Why have you chosen to waste your Halloween on two weirdos and rope me into it too?”

She laughs and rolls her eyes. “Oh my God. Like you have anything better to do.” The insult floods Quinn with relief; it’s the Polly he knows and hates.

“Why didn’t you tell me about your boyfriend?” Quinn asks, trying not to sound as hurt as he is.

She frowns and looks away. “He’s kind of shy, and it’s not totally official yet. Don’t take it personally.”

“Okay,” Quinn says, feeling better. “And don’t let this shit scare you,” he adds. “I’m pretty sure it’s rigged. I don’t know how yet, but I’ll figure it out.”

“Really? It feels legit to me. And I watched Sierra set everything up.”

“Sure, but did you watch the quiet, clammy guy?”

“Ethan? No, not really.”

“Exactly. Let’s just get this over with. Then we’ll get high and laugh about how stupid it all is.”

She smiles and nods, looking reassured. “Okay, sounds good.”

Ethan is gathering up the items from the circle while Quinn and Polly take care of the gadgets. They’re relocating to Quinn’s bedroom. Quinn isn’t happy to have them hanging out in there, especially to summon a ghost, but he’ll play along until he finds a way to prove the whole thing is a bunch of bullshit.

Sierra’s off listening to the audio recording of the living-room séance while the rest of them do the grunt work of moving it all to his room. He’s just finished relighting the tea lights when she arrives holding the audio recorder aloft, a look of excitement on her face.

“You guys need to hear this.”

They all gather around the gadget. She presses Play. Whatever she’s excited about is barely audible. To Quinn it just sounds like wind.

“It’s really windy out tonight,” Quinn says. “It probably picked that up.”

Sierra glares at him, rewinds the tape, and presses Play again. She’s gone far enough back so they hear her voice asking for John to give them a sign that it’s him. The other noise doesn’t start until after Sierra invites the spirit in, and she turns it up so that they can hear it better. It sounds like wind, but one that is blowing inside and doesn’t stop. Then there’s the rattle of the fire poker falling and Ethan and Polly’s screams. The wind noise gets even louder for a few seconds and then stops suddenly. Sierra fiddles around with the recording device and then presses Play again. “I’ve slowed it right down. Sometimes that helps.”

It still sounds like wind, but there’s another sound now, one within the wind, and it sends a shiver through him. He laughs, as if in disbelief, to mask it.




Polly

Sierra plays the recording a few more times until Polly finally tells her to stop. It sounds like a crowd of people all talking at once, there in the room with them. Every time she hears it, her stomach clenches and she can feel the fear growing inside her. She can’t believe how unbothered Quinn seems to be. He’s usually the anxious one. If Quinn’s not freaked out, then she shouldn’t be either.

They’re back sitting in a circle, this time on Quinn’s bedroom floor. Sierra passes around the photo. “This is fifteen-year-old Riley Gordon, who lived in this room until his mother suffocated him in his bed.” Polly glances at the picture, thinking there’s something familiar about him. Maybe it’s the fact that he’s the same age as Quinn that fills her with sadness. She passes it to Ethan, hoping to stop the sensation. He barely looks at it before passing it to Quinn.

Sierra does her thing again, calling to the spirits, asking if Riley is there with them. Other than a whine from Panda, there’s no response. Not even from the EMF meter. Sierra tries again in a deeper voice. “Is anyone here? Please give us a sign of your presence.”

The doorbell rings, and everyone except Sierra screams.

“Probably just trick-or-treaters,” Polly says, feeling silly. She pulls her hands free and gets up. “I’ll hand out some candy and be right back.”

“Don’t break the circle!” Sierra yells, but Polly ignores her and leaves the room. She’s so done with this stupid séance shit.

Her mom left a huge bowl of candy by the front door and there are two lit jack-o’-lanterns on the front step. Polly grabs the bowl and opens the front door. Nobody’s there. She steps outside to get a better look down the long driveway. There are no costumed figures passing under the beams of the lampposts. Not a single person in sight. Only the strong wind whipping through the trees, making branches creak and crack, spilling leaves to the ground.

She turns to go back inside when she hears someone call her name from the side of the house. Abandoning the bowl of candy on the front step, she hurries over to the figure standing amongst the trees.

“Gray,” she says, reaching out to pull him into the light from the house. “Where have you been?”

He gives her a distracted hug before pulling free from her grip. He points at the house. “Are you having a séance in there?”

“Were you spying on us?”

Without answering, he marches over to where Quinn’s bedroom window is. She follows. They have a clear view of Sierra, Quinn, and Ethan sitting on the floor around the circle of candles, with the photo of the fifteen-year-old in the center and the rest of Sierra’s paraphernalia spread around them.

“It looks to me like you’re having a séance.”

“Yeah, so? What’s the big deal? It’s Halloween.”

His expression is deadly serious. “It’s not right. You guys should stop right now.”

“Wait. I haven’t seen you in almost two weeks, and all you care about is some stupid séance?”

“You need to go in there and stop it!” he shouts. “Now!”

“What? Why don’t you just come inside with me? Meet my brother. See for yourself.” Polly hopes they might have a normal night hanging out with other people, indoors.

He starts backing up toward the trees. “I’m not coming inside with you. You’ve ruined everything.”

“Wait,” she calls out. “Just tell me what the big deal is.”

His face is so pale it’s ghostlike, and the wind lifts his dark curls in a wild dance. “It’s too late. You’re way too late.”

A gust of wind blows her hair across her face. By the time she’s gathered it up and tucked it back, Gray has disappeared.

She stands at the edge of the trees calling his name, hoping he’ll come back, even though his visit has made the fear inside her grow even larger, crowding her organs, pushing against her bones.

When she’s sure that Gray is not coming back, she turns to go back inside the house but is stopped dead. Hovering inches from the ground, only a few feet away from her, is a figure—fully cloaked in shadow and unnaturally tall.

She screams—loud and piercing, rising above the wail of the wind and tearing at her throat on its way out. Before she has a chance to turn and run, the figure flies at her. The impact is hard, like running full-speed into a tree, and she’s knocked off her feet. Her head hits the ground and she sees actual stars. The breath leaves her body, making the whole world disappear for several seconds.

“Holy shit, Polly! What happened?” She opens her eyes, gasps in a breath, and looks up to find Quinn leaning over her.

She lies there, unable to speak, still in shock. Sierra and Ethan arrive and peer around Quinn, looking almost as concerned as he does. Quinn finally reaches down and helps her to her feet.

“Did you see it?” Polly asks once she can finally speak. “The tall, shadowy thing?” Quinn, Sierra, and Ethan share a look between them but then they all shake their heads.

“We didn’t see anything,” Quinn says. “We heard you scream, and I came running and found you lying on the ground.”

“It knocked me down,” Polly explains. “It was tall, like maybe seven feet.”

“Are you high?” Quinn whispers, as though their parents are standing behind them instead of Sierra and Ethan.

“No, I thought it would make me too paranoid. And anyway, I know what I saw.”

Sierra moves closer to Polly. “Do you think it was a ghost? Should we move the séance out here?”

Polly pushes her out of the way and on trembling legs heads for the front door. “The séance is over,” she says over her shoulder.

“We can’t stop now. As soon as you left there was a knocking sound in Quinn’s closet, and the EMF went crazy.”

“Listen, Sierra, it’s time to call it a night. You got some good stuff for your application, now it’s time to go.” Polly is just about to reach for the front door when Sierra puts out a hand to stop her.

“But there’s one family member left to do. It’s the most interesting part of the case. The older brother, whose body was never found. Let’s contact him and find out what happened.”

“How long?” Polly asks through gritted teeth.

“Fifteen minutes, tops,” Sierra says, already guiding Polly back inside. Ethan and Quinn follow close behind and Polly is pretty sure that she hears Quinn mutter, “Fuck.”

Sierra orchestrates the move from Quinn’s room to Polly’s without lifting a finger. The candles have all been set up and the equipment is ready to go when Sierra realizes she’s left the folder of photos in the living room.

“Is it really that necessary?” Quinn asks, his knee vibrating with impatience.

“It certainly is,” Sierra snaps.

“I’ll go get it,” Polly offers, only because she wants to get this thing over with. She needs to figure out what she’s going to do about Gray, and she’s got to talk to him about the strange figures she’s seen twice now.

On her way to the living room, the pain in her stomach intensifies and she leans forward slightly to ease it. The folder is there on the coffee table where Sierra said it would be. Flipping it open to grab what she needs, she finds a familiar face staring back at her. She looks down at it in confusion, thinking there must be a mistake. The boy in the photo is the same one who’s been coming to her bedroom window for weeks, the one she had sex with, the one who just scolded her for having a séance. Snatching up the photo to get a closer look, she reads the caption under the photo: Grayson Gordon, 18 years old.

Polly is plunged into literal darkness—the electricity goes out—just as her brain begins the process of recontextualizing everything Gray has ever told her—like why he has no cell phone, no social media—and everything he ever did to her. Like enter her, while others watched, in a cave in the woods. A searing pain suddenly rips through Polly’s gut, bringing her to her knees. She’s not sure she can stand up, and she’s scared. She can’t see anything, and everything is suddenly so wrong. Nothing makes sense—not the pain in her abdomen, nor the photo she just saw of Justine Gordon’s older son.

The son they never found.

She tries calling out for Quinn, but her voice is weak, and the wind is loud. It howls around the house. Very slowly, still on all fours, the photo clutched in one hand, she crawls in the direction of her room. There is not a sliver of light to break up the blackness she moves through. Even at a snail’s pace, she bangs her head on the back of the couch; bumps her hip on the antique trunk they use as a side table. No pain is comparable to the one that has taken over the lower half of her body though—a hot, sharp knife stabbing into her belly.

When she feels the cool tile of the kitchen floor beneath her hands, she tries calling out again for her brother. The sound of him answering back floods her with relief. Then the flashlights from three different phones bob in the doorway of the kitchen and move toward her, blinding her as they approach. She slowly lowers her body to the tile, surrendering to the darkness and blinding pain, releasing the photo from her tight grasp.

“Are you okay?” Quinn asks.

“My stomach. It hurts so bad.”

The power surges back on, and the sudden brightness startles them all. Polly closes her eyes against it just as Sierra says, “Oh my God, is that blood?” In that moment Polly’s brain connects the hot, sticky feeling between her legs with the metallic scent in the air.

Polly reaches up and grabs Sierra’s wrist. “Is he here?” she whispers.

“Is who here?”

“Gray Gordon.”

Sierra looks over at Quinn and Ethan, her eyes full of apprehension.

“What happened?” Polly asks, then winces in pain.

“It doesn’t matter,” Quinn shoots back. “We need to get you to the hospital.”

“Tell me!” Polly uses the little strength she has left to yell.

“I was making fun of Sierra,” Quinn says. “Imitating her calling in the older Gordon kid. It was just a joke. But the framed photo of you and Lucy fell off the wall.” He pauses, his eyes darting over to Sierra and Ethan. “And then the power went out and a rock, or something hard, smashed against your bedroom window.”




Alice

They dressed as deer for the party. It was Geoff’s idea. He found headpieces made of deerskin, with the antlers attached. They both wore all brown clothing, and Alice painted their faces with white and brown face paint to finish the look. It’s the first time they’ve ever dressed in couple costumes. Alice had never thought of them as that kind of couple.

It’s Libby’s annual Halloween party. Alice didn’t want to come, but she promised Libby that she would. She’s not doing well—paranoia, jittery feeling, hot flashes, stress, fast heartbeat, irritability, restlessness. She’s experiencing it all and can’t decide if it’s because she’s perimenopausal or scared of her own house. She had to take an anti-anxiety pill from her bag of drug samples just so that she could come to the party. The kind of pill that makes her feel like there’s a thin glass wall between herself and her anxiety. That makes the woods feel very far away and not threatening at all. She doesn’t make it a habit, but when you walk around every day with a pharmacy in your briefcase it’s hard not to take advantage when you’re desperate.

Leaning against the kitchen counter, her deer head discarded, her fourth glass of wine in hand, her stomach sore from laughing, loose-limbed and relaxed from the alcohol and the pill, she knows it was the right decision to come. It was good to get out of the woods for a while and back to a life that still feels familiar. She can’t count how many nights she’s spent drinking wine in this kitchen. Nights when Lucy was alive and safe, only a few streets away in their old house, nights when early motherhood was so overwhelming that the freedom of escaping it for a few hours meant she drank way too much and hated herself the next day, nights when all she did was complain to her friend, having no idea how hard things would actually get.

Libby, who’s dressed as Frida Kahlo, is refilling the meat in a skeleton-shaped charcuterie board. Ralph is dressed as Diego Rivera. They only ever do couple costumes and have for the past twelve years. Her other close friend, Kathy, is sitting on the kitchen counter, dressed as a zombie nurse, while her husband has come dressed as a zombie doctor.

Alice has been telling them about life in the country. Including the story of the night Geoff got lost in the woods, and the few hours that her mother did as well. She tells them about the changes in Geoff that started after. Kathy asks if she can bring her husband over to get lost in the woods for a night as well. They all laugh. The whole thing does sound ridiculous, Alice thinks. Maybe that’s why she goes on to tell them about falling into the field of ferns and seeing what she thought were her husband’s and mother’s dead bodies. She’s hoping that her friends will find a way to lighten that experience too. They don’t. When she finishes telling it, they both stare back at her in silent shock, eyes wide, mouths open.

Libby abandons the skeleton charcuterie to come over to Alice. “Do you think you got a concussion?” She peers into Alice’s eyes. “Have you had any other hallucinations?”

Alice gives her a gentle push away, uncomfortable with the scrutiny. “I’m fine. I went to a doctor. And anyway, it was weeks ago. I haven’t seen anything like that again. All I’m saying is that the woods are a strange place. They feel…” She pauses, searching for the right word.

“Fucking creepy?”

Alice takes a hand off the counter and slips slightly to the right. “Yes, Kathy! Fucking creepy! Even the woman who owns the other half of the property warned me not to go too far in there.” Alice hadn’t planned on telling her friends everything, but the wine and the familiar surroundings are making her loose-lipped and needy for trusted opinions. She hadn’t realized how isolated and lonely she’d been feeling without her friends.

“Okay, wait, what?” Libby says, now filling up a Ouija-board bowl with chips. “Who warned you to stay out of the woods?”

“Are you telling stories again, Alice?” Geoff says as he walks toward the kitchen. Just before the threshold, while he’s still in the dark of the hallway, the light from the kitchen hits his eyes and they shine all black. It’s only a split second, because when he steps into the room, the effect is gone.

“Oh my God, are you wearing Halloween contacts?” Kathy asks, squinting at Geoff. “Your eyes looked so wild there for a second.”

Alice lurches forward and grabs her friend’s arm. “Okay, wait. You saw it too? That black shadow in his eyes?”

Kathy glances over at Geoff. “Umm, I’m not sure what it was. His eyes looked different for a second. I thought it was part of his costume.”

“Ha,” Alice says triumphantly, pointing at Geoff. “I told you something weird was going on with your eyes, but you said I was seeing things. My mother too; it happened to her, and she said it was because I was getting a migraine, but I never did get a migraine, did I, Geoff? And Ruth’s cardboard box disappeared but you and my mother told me you never saw it, that I must have just forgotten where I put it. Everyone acts like it’s me, but it’s not me. It’s them.”

Geoff is trying hard to ignore her, focusing on finding the right piece of cheese in the skeleton charcuterie, refusing to engage. She glances over at her friends, hoping for some validation, but they look confused. An awkward silence hangs in the room and Alice’s relaxed party mood quickly evaporates.

“Have you heard from the kids?” Geoff asks, trying to move past the moment.

The question causes a spike of anxiety so strong it breaks through the wine and the pill. Alice realizes that she hasn’t checked her phone in ages. She hasn’t even taken it out of her purse since getting to the party. She spins in circles trying to remember where she put it and then spots it hanging from the back of a kitchen chair.

Libby and Kathy have started talking to Geoff about his current writing project, but Alice isn’t listening. She’s located her phone and discovered she’s missed several calls from Quinn, followed by a text message:

Forget my messages. polly ok. just bad period. going home soon.

“Fuck,” Alice says, punching in the code for her voicemail and stepping away from her friends into the privacy of the hall. How could she have been so irresponsible? She left her phone for almost two hours without looking at it, and in that span of time her children held a séance in their house, her daughter started bleeding profusely and had to be taken to the hospital, and her brother thought she was dying, but she has now recovered.

She steps back into the kitchen. “Geoff?” The hysteria in her makes it sound like she’s yelling at him. She takes a deep breath and tries again. “Geoff, did you get any texts or phone calls from the kids in the last hour?”

Geoff pulls his phone out of his back pocket, looks at it, and shakes his head. “No texts or messages. Why? Something up?”

Alice wants to scream. Why was she the only one Quinn tried to reach, the only one set up to fail? Geoff’s phone was probably in his back pocket all night, where he would have felt it vibrate, and he probably pulled it out and looked at it a few times. She, on the other hand, had no pockets and for once, in God knows how long, got so caught up with her friends she actually forgot to worry about her children.

“We need to go home,” Alice says, gathering herself.

“Do you have to?” Libby asks. “It’s still early.”

Alice is flooded with more guilt. Friend guilt about leaving the party, and mom guilt about not being there when her kids needed her. Not that there’s any competition; mom guilt trumps all kinds of guilt, always. “I’m sorry,” she says, rubbing her friend’s arm. “I’ll make it up to you. I’ll have you both out for dinner soon.” She turns to Geoff. “Polly’s not well.” She flashes him a look, hoping to communicate that it’s serious, but he just looks back at her blankly. “She had to go to the hospital.” She lets her words land before adding, “It was something to do with her period. She’s okay, but we should be there.”

“I’ll grab our coats and meet you at the front door,” Geoff says, finally spurred into action.

“Oh my God, of course you should go,” Libby says, her irritation at Alice’s early exit gone completely. “The poor thing. I hope she’s okay. Keep us posted.”

Alice nods and gives both her friends a distracted hug before leaving the room. Halfway down the hallway she remembers the Tupperware container she’d brought the brownies in. Turning back, she heads toward the kitchen but stops when she hears her name. It’s Kathy talking.

“Alice does not seem okay. Those stories she told, they were fucked-up. I knew moving to a goddamn murder house was not a good idea. I think she might be losing her mind.”

She waits for Libby to defend her, but there’s only silence in response, which as far as Alice is concerned might as well be agreement. She abandons her Tupperware.



Polly

The doctor has left Polly lying on a hospital gurney, under the bright lights of a curtained cubicle in the emergency room to give her “some time to process.” The pain in her stomach is gone, thanks to the painkillers, but Polly feels lightheaded and as though her insides are as bruised as her outside. She’s wearing the sweatshirt she’d had on earlier and a diaper-like pair of underwear the hospital gave her. The jeans she was wearing are draped over a chair beside the bed. Blood soaks the entire crotch and down the insides of both legs. Polly doesn’t want to process any of what she’s learned in the last forty-five minutes. She wants to get up and run from that hospital screaming.

Sierra had insisted on driving Polly to the hospital, saying it was faster than any ambulance. She hadn’t been wrong. Drifting in and out of consciousness, Polly remembers the feeling of the beat-up Honda Accord swerving, taking sharp turns, vibrating with the acceleration as she lay on the backseat, her head against the door, her feet on Quinn’s lap. He hadn’t said much on the way there. She knew the whole thing was a full trigger from the night of the car accident. She knew he was sitting there terrified that he was going to lose his other sister. That’s why, as soon as she could, she asked for her phone to text him from her hospital bed that she was fine.

Just some really bad monthly female stuff.

It was a lie. She would never tell anyone the truth. She was nineteen, which meant she could keep the miscarriage from her parents. She’d told the doctor that pregnancy was impossible. The doctor replied that the pill was only 99 percent effective, and only if taken properly. Polly didn’t correct her, didn’t say that it was impossible not because she was on the pill but because according to the photo she’d seen, the sex she’d had was with a dead boy. The doctor told Polly that the blood work was conclusive, indicating that she’d been a couple of weeks along, which would have been right after she’d had sex with Gray.

So is he dead? Polly wondered. Or did he survive the poisoning?

“The part that doesn’t make sense,” continued the doctor, “is the severity of the miscarriage. There was a lot of blood, and your pain level seems extreme for such a short-term pregnancy.” The doctor also couldn’t quite account for what had come out of Polly.

“Large blood clots would have been the norm for a two-week term, but this was a more advanced fetus, eight to ten weeks in size, with a recognizable head and body, covered in hair. Lanugo, we call it in unborn babies, is an occurrence at sixteen to twenty weeks’ gestation.”

Polly immediately thought of the nightmares she’d been having, the furry blob in her belly that grew into a wolf. She quickly pushed the image from her mind and asked what that meant exactly. The doctor shook her head. “On very rare occasions, things happen outside the realm of medical understanding, This appears to be one of them. What matters now is that you are on the mend and nothing else seems out of the ordinary.”

Except that I was impregnated by a boy who was most likely murdered by his mother! she’d screamed in her head.

When the doctor asked Polly if she’d like to have the fetus for burial purposes, Polly said absolutely not. The doctor gave her a pamphlet and told her she had been cleared to go home but that counseling was available if she needed it. Polly considered asking if she could be admitted to the psych ward instead.

Polly slowly gets out of the hospital bed and pulls on her blood-soaked jeans, now stiff and crusty. Her legs tremble and her head pounds, but she forces herself to walk out of the brightly-lit cubicle and to the waiting room with a smile on her face. No one can know what really happened, because how could she explain how she’d gotten pregnant in the first place?

In the car on the way home, Quinn tells Polly that he called their mom and told her what happened. She wants to ask him why the fuck he did that, but she knows: He was scared. She’s also working hard to keep her shit together. Now that the pain is gone and the hospital ordeal is over, what she learned about Gray is sinking in.

“Sierra, you need to get your séance shit out of the house before my parents come home,” Quinn says from the backseat. “My mom is super paranoid about the whole murder-house thing, and if she sees evidence of it, she will lose it.”

As soon as they get back, Polly leaves Ethan, Quinn, and Sierra to clean up and she gets in the shower. Looking down at the drain triggers the memory of the night she and Gray had sex. The sensations all come rushing back: sinking into the earth as he thrust inside of her; the strange chanting echoing through the cave; the taut, pale skin of his throat stretched above her; the low growl of his climax. What happened that night? The question is a deafening scream inside her, and her entire body begins to shake violently. She slides down the shower wall onto the tiled floor while water beats down on her back.

You’re in shock. Her sister’s voice comes through clearly. It’s the first time in two weeks that Polly has heard it. Did the pregnancy block out her sister’s voice? she wonders. Could that be a thing? Or maybe she’d been too obsessed with Gray to experience anything other than thoughts of him. Hearing her sister’s voice again is such a comfort to Polly that she starts to sob into her knees with relief. Losing that connection had been like her sister dying for a second time.

Get up, her sister’s voice commands. Polly listens. She crawls out of the shower, uses the wall to help her to stand up, and, still trembling, wraps herself in her bathrobe. Moving very slowly, she shoves her bloody jeans down to the bottom of her laundry hamper and is just lowering herself onto her bed when she hears her parents’ car pull into the driveway. At the same moment Quinn bursts into her room and shoves the folder at her.

“Sierra forgot this. Hide it and give it to her at work.” Then he shoots out of the room to greet their parents. Polly hopes he’ll be able to calm her Mom down before she comes to Polly’s room.

Flipping open the folder, Polly finds the photo of Gray sitting there right on top. Some part of her had hoped she’d been mistaken when she’d first looked at it. That the whole thing had been a misunderstanding caused by the ominous séance energy, the storm outside, the run-in with the shadowy figure, the searing pain in her gut, the sudden power outage. But now there is no doubt. Staring back at her from his high school photo is her Gray, with his mossy-green eyes; beautifully angled face; wild, dark curls; and smile like he’s just shared an inside joke.

The confirmation summons the smell of him—pine needles, damp earth, and cold forest air. It brings to her the feel of his fingers on her skin—light as a feather and as chilled as the bottom of a dark pond. He was real, she knows he was, and she can remember the solidity of his body, the pressure of him when he was on top of her. So, then what is he? Not a ghost. A boy brought back to life by the woods? Is that what happens in there? she wonders, still staring down at his photo, his scent as strong around her as if he were right there in the room. Like the popping of thread pulled too tight, Polly feels herself coming undone.

Because if Gray died in those woods like everyone thinks he did, and somehow came back to life, then maybe her dad and nana did too.



Quinn

His parents’ car pulls up outside and within seconds his mom charges through the front door. “Polly?” she calls out. She looks like a surrealist deer. The white dots of face paint have smeared into the brown, and the black of her nose has spread into a slash that reaches under her left eye.

“She’s in her room,” Quinn says. “She’s okay now, so don’t freak out.”

His mom, who barely seems to register him, drops her purse at the front door and rushes into his sister’s room. He follows close behind, ready to help Polly defend the séance if his mom makes a big deal about it.

Polly’s not sitting on her bed anymore, where Quinn saw her only minutes earlier when he ditched Sierra’s folder. She’s pacing in front of her bedroom window, sobbing, one hand clawing at the scar from her brain surgery.

Seeing their mom, Polly’s sobs intensify and she throws herself into her arms. His mom holds Polly tight, rubbing her back and making shushing sounds. She looks at Quinn searchingly but all he can do is shrug. He doesn’t want to launch into the whole story in front of Polly in case it makes things even worse.

“What the hell is going on?” his dad says, stepping into the room, looking like a slightly more put-together deer, but disheveled nonetheless. Polly starts to scream and his mom shoos him out of the room. As soon as he’s gone, Polly’s screams turn back to sobs. Quinn stands there helpless.

The events of the night run through Quinn’s mind—the fire poker falling over, the weird sounds on the recording, the knocks in his closet, the shadow thing Polly said she saw outside, the power going out, all that blood, his fear his sister was dying. He feels like he might start pulling his own hair out in a minute. He turns and heads for the kitchen, almost running into his nana, who’s just come into the house.

“How was your night?” she asks, oblivious. “I heard your parents’ car. Are they home from the party already?”

“You heard their car?” Quinn asks in disbelief. “But you didn’t hear Polly scream or us leave for the hospital because she looked like she was bleeding to death? And what about when the power went out?” He keeps going, his voice rising in pitch with each word: “You didn’t think to come check on us then?”

“Quinn,” his dad says, “that’s enough.” Quinn wonders where his dad came from; it’s like he materialized out of the shadows.

“My power didn’t go out,” his nana says with a shake of her head, looking honestly confused. “I didn’t hear any screams or cars leaving. If I had, of course I would have checked on you.” His nana puts a hand on her chest to show she is upset at the accusation of neglect.

“What the hell happened here tonight?” his mom says, charging into the room with the photos of the Gordon family. His dad slips in beside her and takes the folder from her without her noticing.

Quinn can tell from his mom’s expression that she blames him for whatever’s wrong with his sister. “The séance wasn’t my idea!”

“Then whose was it exactly? You’re the one obsessed with the murders.”

His mom coming down hard on him is just about the last thing he can take. His chest feels like it’s going to explode, and his eyes burn with tears. “Holy fuck, Mom!” he shouts, because it’s the only way to release the pressure. “Why do you always blame me for everything? It was Polly’s weird-ass work friends who came over and did it. I wasn’t even supposed to be here, but Polly made me stay to be the fourth person. Then a whole bunch of weird shit happened, and Polly started bleeding, and we rushed her to the hospital. I thought she was going to—”

Tears spill over, and he’s mortified but can’t stop them. His mom reaches out and pulls him in for a hug and he lets her. For the first time all night he feels safe, even though he hates her.

“I’m sorry,” she says, rubbing his back to calm him. She smells like wine and face paint and cold night air. “I jumped to conclusions and shouldn’t have blamed you. It sounds like an awful night, but you did the right thing calling me. I’ll make sure she’s okay. I’ll take care of her now.”

He lets her soothe him for a few more seconds before stepping free from the embrace and wiping away the evidence of his tears. “What do you think is wrong with her?” he asks. “She wasn’t like that at the hospital, or on the way home.”

“I’m not sure, but I think she’ll tell us when she’s ready. It could be her PTSD. Triggered from being at the hospital but with a delayed reaction. Hard to say.” She rubs his arm. “I’m going to give her a sedative that should help calm her down and get her to sleep. I’m sure in the morning she’ll be fine.” She starts in the direction of Polly’s room. “You should get to bed,” she calls over her shoulder. “It’s a school night.”

“Will someone please tell me what’s happening?” his nana demands.

Quinn’s dad steps forward and puts an arm across his nana’s shoulders, guiding her toward the back door. “Let’s step outside, Beverley. Quinn doesn’t need to rehash the whole night again.”

Quinn thinks it’s weird that they’re going out into the dark to talk, but he’s glad his dad is going to handle his nana. He doesn’t have the energy for her. He hopes his dad gives her shit for missing it all. She was probably drinking martinis and petting her stupid cats all night. And why didn’t she lose power too? When they first moved in, he heard his dad telling his mom that the electrical panel in the hall closet was for the house and outbuildings as well. Wouldn’t that mean if one building lost power, they all would?

He goes to the kitchen window. His nana’s outside light is on and he can just make them out, standing near the edge of the woods. Their heads are bowed toward each other as though deep in discussion. Two people who only weeks ago couldn’t stand each other. His dad no longer has the folder of photographs in his hand.

His mom walks back into the room on her way to Polly but stops when she sees him staring out the window. “What’s out there?” she asks, sounding nervous.

“Nana and Dad.”

His mom joins him at the window.

“It’s weird, isn’t it?” Quinn says. “The way they suddenly get along so well.”

His mom puts a hand on his arm and gently pushes him in the direction of his room. “You should really get to bed.” She heads to Polly’s room.

He stays right where he is. He’s not sure he’ll ever be able to sleep in his room again. Not after the séance. Instead, he whistles for Panda and then steps outside with his dog, pretending he’s just letting her out. His dad and nana don’t notice him walking toward them; they’re facing the woods. Panda runs back and forth behind him as he goes. He’s gotten used to her new skittishness, but he wishes she were a better protector. He’d like to feel safe here.

“What are you looking at, guys?” he asks when he’s only a few feet away.

His dad and nana spin around, startled by his arrival. Quinn sees the shadow of something slip from the edge of the trees and into the darkness beyond.
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Polly

The only time Polly doesn’t hear the whispering is when she’s sleeping. Mostly it sounds like Gray, but sometimes it’s a voice that she doesn’t recognize at all. One that sounds ancient and makes her belly feel hollowed-out. No matter whose voice it is, the message is always the same—It’s in the woods. Now and again, her sister will chime in about something, telling her to eat, or drink, or get a grip. Polly finds that comforting.

The whispering makes her feel like she’s going crazy.

What else is this, if not madness? She knows she had it coming. After what she did the night of the accident it was only a matter of time before karma caught up with her. She guesses that going mad is the way. A person can only hold on to secrets for so long before they crack.

Polly hasn’t told anyone, but they’ll probably figure it out eventually. Especially because she’s been stealing sleeping pills from her mom’s work bag. The only relief she gets from the whispering and the remembering and the horror of it all is sleep.

Her mom comes into her room throughout the day. When she’s awake her mom asks what she needs. When Polly replies, “Nothing,” her mom sits on the end of the bed with one hand on Polly’s foot under the blanket. She sighs, clucks, rubs the foot, sighs some more, and then gets up saying, “Please let me help you. I’m here for you,” before leaving the room. Within an hour she comes back to do it all over again.

Polly has no idea what’s happening to her, so how can she ask her mother for help?

Then there’s Quinn. Every now and again he’ll pop his head into the room, eyeing her suspiciously, as though what she has is contagious. He asks if she’s okay, if she needs anything. She mumbles a vague response and then rolls over. She wants to apologize to him for the séance, for freaking him out, but she knows it will only lead to more questions she can’t answer.

Her dad and nana have both been in on their own. If she can, she pretends to be asleep when they visit. Neither of them seems particularly unnerved by her state, which she finds unnerving. Her nana likes to throw open the curtains and comment on what a beautiful day it is, imploring her to get out there and get some fresh air. Her dad likes to pat her arm and tell her that everything is going to be fine. She tries not to visibly recoil from his touch. There’s something robotically cheery about them both. And then there’s the smell they bring—damp earth and forest air—just like Gray’s.



It’s late afternoon and Polly has just woken from a deep sleep. This morning her mom came into her room. Polly pretended to be asleep, but she could feel her mom standing above her, then felt her hand on her forehead checking her temperature like when she was a little girl.

“You need to get better,” her mother had whispered. “I want my girl back.” After she’d left the room, Polly had lain there, the warmth of her mother’s hand still pulsing on her forehead, tears sliding slow across her face and onto her pillow. Then she’d reached into her bedside table and taken out another sleeping pill and slept for six hours straight.

Awake again, Polly makes a decision. Because the voice keeps whispering, It’s in the woods, that’s where she’ll go. She will go into the woods in search of her sanity. It’s the only thing she can think to try. Do what her mad mind is telling her to do and see what she finds on the other end. For the first time in days, she puts on real clothes, jeans and a sweater. She pulls her greasy hair into a ponytail and brushes her teeth. When was the last time she did that? she wonders. The bristles feel strange against the surface of her teeth.

The house is quiet. Her mother is at work, her brother at school, her father in his writing studio, and her nana in her cabin. What was hard rain earlier has turned to a light mist. Polly searches for a raincoat in the hall closet and the effort almost exhausts her. She contemplates getting back in bed but then the whispering starts again, this time louder, a chorus of voices. She pulls on the raincoat and steps out onto the back lawn. Her nana pokes her head out the door of her cabin.

“Getting some fresh air?” She looks hopeful. Polly nods and her nana smiles wide. “Wonderful! You’ll feel like a new person after. I guarantee it.” Polly nods again and forces a smile. She picks up the pace slightly, afraid her nana will ask to join her. She glances at her dad’s writing studio as she walks past and sees him at the window looking out. He lifts a hand and waves, so she does the same.

A shiver races through her.

Just past the opening into the woods she stops. Now that she’s in there, she’s no longer sure about going any farther. The only sound is the dripping of rain onto the fallen leaves on the forest floor. The whispers have stopped, but so has her brave determination. She’s thinking maybe she’ll try again tomorrow when movement in the trees beside her catches her attention. She turns to see what looks like Gray, weaving his way through the trees away from her.

“Gray?” His name feels strange in her mouth now that she knows who he really is, if not what he is.

He turns and looks at her. Without saying a word, he turns back and keeps moving. She steps off the path to follow him, forgetting her apprehension. It’s not easy keeping up; he moves much faster than her, over fallen trees, exposed tree roots, through thick clusters of low branches. She has to keep her eyes trained on the black of his jacket, which at times is just a sliver of shadow flitting through the trees. Frustrated, she calls out to him a few times, but he doesn’t answer or look back.

She’s like Alice in Wonderland chasing after the rabbit. A thought moves through her mind like ticker tape: The boy I am chasing is not real. The faster and farther he goes, ignoring her calls to him, the angrier she gets.

Finally, he stops. The chase is over. He’s reached the rock face.

Stumbling, trying to catch her breath, Polly watches him slip inside. She’s too afraid to follow. Because of last time. She only sticks her head in the opening and calls out, “Gray?”

“In here,” he calls back

“Can you come out?” Several seconds pass and there’s no answer. She stands up and looks out at the trees around her. She expects one of those shadow figures to materialize out of the bark at any moment. Does she go into the cave, and face whatever Gray is, whatever he is calling her into, or does she go home and live with the whispers?

As if he hears her thoughts, Gray calls out, “Polly. Please come inside so I can explain.”

A small fire is going in the cave, but Gray is nowhere in sight. “Gray, if you don’t come out, I’m leaving!” she yells. Truly fed up with this game of hide-and-seek.

“In here.” His voice comes from a far corner of the cave, where a tall, thin crack marks the rock face. She hadn’t noticed it before, but there’s another passage there.

Don’t, her sister whispers.

Polly knew it was coming. And knows what she needs to do. “I love you so much, but I don’t think it’s really you. I think it’s me, wishing I heard your voice. I think it’s grief.” Polly takes a deep breath. She can’t live like this anymore; she needs to know what Gray is. What her dad and nana have become.

The opening is tight. She has to turn sideways to get through it, and she worries she may get stuck, but after about five feet the passage opens up and she stumbles out into an open space. This one is bigger and has two fires burning. Polly turns in a circle, taking it in. There are strange markings on the walls in what looks like rust-colored paint. Not words but symbols. The ceiling of the cave is so high up, the light doesn’t reach it.

“Gray?” she says again, this time with a quiver of fear.

“I’m right here, Polly.” He steps from shadows into the light.

The sight of him relieves something in her. She’s no longer alone in here. She walks toward him, and something crunches underfoot. Glancing down, she finds the ground littered with bones of all sizes, some as small as chicken bones, some much bigger.

“Oh my God! What the fuck is this place?” She slowly moves back to the crack she’s just emerged from.

Run.

Before she can turn and obey, a hand comes down hard on her shoulder. Even through her coat, she can feel the long, thin fingers digging into her flesh, and she can smell it—wet earth and sulfur.

She tries to pull free, but her body is frozen in place. She can’t move any part of it. She tries to open her mouth to scream, but her lips are immovable, and no sound comes from her throat. Her body struggles, but it’s all in her mind; she’s not moving a muscle. Except her tear ducts. They’re working. Tears spring to her eyes and slide down her cheeks.

That iron grasp turns her so that she’s looking at Gray.

Gray crosses the cave to stand in front of her. He cups her face with both hands and wipes her tears away with his thumbs, which only makes them fall faster. “Please don’t cry, Polly. You’re not in any danger, I promise. In fact,” he says, with a smile, “everything is going to be better now.”

Taking in the sharp angles of his face, the depth of his deep, round, green eyes, the perfect bow of his lips, she is moved again by his beauty. He is as flesh-and-blood as any boy she’s been with, and she perfectly remembers the lightness of his touch and the chill of his fingers and lips on her skin.

“I’m sorry the plan didn’t work,” he carries on, still wiping at her tears with his thumbs, as though his touch were consensual, as though they’re having a normal conversation and she’s not been bewitched by something malevolent behind her.

“You weren’t supposed to find out who I was. At least not while you were pregnant. Not until after the baby was born.” His words make her want to squeeze her eyes shut against him, but she can’t. There is no misunderstanding, no imagining on her part. He is exactly who she was afraid he was, and he intended to get her pregnant. “That séance was a bad idea. I don’t understand people who play around with things like that. They’re just asking for trouble.

“And you do know what it would have meant if you had given birth?” He pauses for her answer, as though she were able to provide one. “No? It would have meant that the woods could reproduce. Create life beyond its own ecosystem.” He leans in close to her. “The woods have been a place of rebirth for many, but what we created, together, it could have been completely new. A product of the soil and trees and air and wildlife of this magical place. Wouldn’t that have been wonderful?”

Polly’s on the verge of fainting. She’s lightheaded, and bile is burning up the back of her throat. Will whatever spell she’s under keep the vomit from rising, or will she choke on it?

Gray must sense what is happening inside her, because he moves close to her again and strokes her hair as though that will soothe her. “I don’t blame you, though. You didn’t know what you were doing and, in the end, maybe it was for the best. Now the woods will fix everything. They always do.”

The walls of the cave behind him darken and blur and shift. Three tall figures, cloaked in shadow, materialize out of the cave walls. They are like those who stood above her and Gray when they were having sex, like the one who attacked her on Halloween night.

“You know the woods saved me, right?” Gray gestures to the figures behind him. “When my mother poisoned me, they saved me from her.” He frowns and shakes his head, a look of pain crossing his face. “I forgive my mother though. She didn’t know what she was doing. She didn’t realize that me and my dad and my brother, we were all better when we came back from the woods. Better.

“I was in so much pain, and I was afraid she would find me and finish the job. And that’s how they found me.” The shadowy figures behind Gray are so still, they appear rooted.

“They brought me to this cave. They let my physical body die and they resurrected my spirit, and I became a true creature of these woods.” His whole face lights up and he moves closer to Polly with excitement in his eyes. “They freed me from the material world, released me from its pain and greed. Now they are my mothers. I’m bound to them and this place, but at the same time I am free.” He nods at her. “You’ll see soon enough.”

The figures drift forward. She is screaming and fighting inside, but her body is like stone. Each of the three figures reaches up and pulls back their dark hood. Polly’s desperate to close her eyes against the sight of them, but she can’t.

The sight she will never unsee.

Their faces are identical—long and thin, stretched out of proportion. Their skin as rough as tree bark and as white as a cold winter moon, their mouths in a permanent grimace. But it’s their eyes that frighten Polly the most. Holes of deep black shadow, perfect voids. They are ancient, powerful, and terrifying. A word flies into her brain.

Coven.

Gray leaves their side to come to her. Putting both hands on her shoulders, he says, “Tonight is your time to be reborn.” His eyes shine with emotion. “You won’t remember any of this, any of the bad things. Only the good will remain. Good thoughts. Good feelings. Good memories. You will emerge, leaving behind the shell of your former self, the version of you that is a lie, a lie that you have been living since the car accident that killed your sister. All of that will disappear. That is the gift of the woods. That is the love of a mother.”

Shock makes her forget that she is immobilized. She tries to speak, to ask how he knows, to beg him not to tell, but her lips are frozen shut. If her lie comes out, then her whole world will fall apart. There will be nothing left to fight for. A strange calm comes over her, and she stops struggling.

I would have kept your secret forever. Her sister’s words are the softest whisper, fluttering through her mind.

Gray leans in and kisses her softly on the lips. “I love you so much, Lucy.” A black shadow slides across his eyes, disappearing as quickly as it arrived. He nods to whatever holds her from behind and smiles at her kindly. “I will see you on the other side, my love.”

The grip on her shoulder lifts. Without it, her body crumples to the ground. She can feel the unevenness of the bones beneath her. She hears Gray scold someone, telling them to be more careful. Everything goes black.



Lucy

As soon as they left the house to pick up Quinn from the sleepover, Polly told Lucy to give her the keys. “I’ll get us there faster,” she’d said. Lucy had tossed them to her, not wanting to fight about it because taking on Polly took a lot of work and she didn’t care that much. She just wanted to get home and get to bed early for her basketball game. It was an important one and the team was depending on her to play well.

Only once they were in the car, with Polly behind the wheel and Lucy in the passenger seat, did Polly add, “We’re on a tight schedule. I need to get to that party before the molly kicks in, and you drive slower than Nana.” She peeled out of the driveway.

Looking over at her sister casually palming the steering wheel with one hand, the other tapping her thigh to the house music that she’d turned up full-blast, she felt both dread and exhilaration. Polly was reckless and unpredictable—and Lucy loved her for it.

Polly’s hair was a thick, straight curtain hanging down her back. Her glossy pink lips were mouthing the words to the song and the glitter on her cheeks was catching the last light of evening coming through the car window. Lucy was envious of how free Polly was. Free from people’s expectations of her, from pressure to do well or be good. Polly had made it very clear at a very young age that she was not one to conform, or live up to people’s expectations, or follow rules. She was her own person and everyone else adjusted. Including their parents, whose only expectations of Polly were that she stay out of jail and finish high school.

Lucy, on the other hand, was being crushed under the weight of her parents’ expectations. But it was her own fault. She overcompensated for her wild, tenacious, unpredictable twin. Always top of her class in marks, star of the basketball team, never getting in trouble or worrying her parents. Lucy had started to think that maybe she overperformed so that her sister could underperform and get away with it. Or maybe she did it for the approval. Either way, she felt trapped. If Polly was the black sheep, she was the sacrificial lamb.

They were only blocks away from picking up Quinn when it happened. Lucy was telling Polly off for lighting a cigarette in the car and Polly was calling her a nerd when Polly’s phone rang from her bag on the backseat. Polly told Lucy she’d put out the cigarette if she got her phone for her. There was a stop sign up ahead and Lucy saw her chance. She unbuckled to reach back and get the phone.

She heard Polly mumble something about the drugs kicking in and felt the car accelerate. A car horn, an explosion of glass and metal. She felt her body fly forward.

The world disappeared.



They didn’t know it, but Lucy could hear them while she was in the coma. Just bits and pieces drifting through the soft walls of unconsciousness to float down to her. She heard her mother call her Polly—“We love you, Polly. We’re right here with you, Polly. Please come back to us, Polly.” She heard the nurses talking over her while they gave her a sponge bath and refilled her intravenous—“The other one was called Lucy. She died in the accident, poor thing. This one wasn’t wearing a seat belt so she was thrown clear before the fire. You know the doctors couldn’t figure out who was who for hours?”

Lucy didn’t worry about their mistake. She knew they’d figure it out eventually. She was alive and Polly was dead. She knew this for a fact because Polly came to see her in the coma landscape. They had tea parties like they did when they were little, and played hide-and-seek, and lay in meadows full of flowers, talking. It’s where they said goodbye.

When they finally brought Lucy out of the coma, she couldn’t talk. They called it post-traumatic mutism, not uncommon for people suffering from a severe head injury. They said she would recover her speech in time, along with the use of her arms and legs, but not until the swelling in her brain was completely gone. That’s why when Lucy’s mom rushed into the room calling her Polly, she couldn’t correct her. It’s why when her mom and dad gathered at her hospital bed to break the news to her that Lucy had died in the accident, she couldn’t tell them that they were wrong. She shook her head, despite the pain of it, but they thought it was her reaction to hearing the news, her denial that she had lost her sister.

At first Lucy felt like she was trapped in a waking nightmare. Her own mother didn’t recognize her? How could that be? What was the point of being the good one, the responsible one, the overachieving one, if no one knew? If it didn’t make her stand out when it counted? Then it dawned on her: If Lucy died, so did all their expectations of her. As Polly, she would be free.

They were all mourning her anyway, all learning to live without her. Wouldn’t it be creating a whole new tragedy for them to find out that it was Polly who had died? Then they’d suffer another loss. That’s how she rationalized it. They all got something out of her pretending to be her dead sister.

It was easier than she’d thought. At first, they blamed any odd behavior on the brain injury, but in no time she was answering to the name Polly. She adopted her mannerisms to a tee, even her attitude, and when she started speaking again, a few weeks after waking from the coma, she started talking like Polly too. It was like being Polly was already in her DNA, transferrable upon request. Like flipping a coin.

The guilt was awful though, when she heard her brother crying in her old room, or her mother calling her name through her sobs, when she saw her dad pounding back bourbon staring at a photo of her on his phone. It was hard not to step in and tell them that she was right there. Flip the coin back and show them it was Polly they should be mourning. The lying wasn’t easy either, but part of her felt like they deserved it, for not being able to tell the difference in the first place. How could they so easily dismiss what had always distinguished her from Polly? She was the good one. Well, not anymore. She was an imposter the whole family accepted and there was no going back.

That was fine with Lucy. Polly’s skin was much easier to wear. She could swear, disagree, act out, do whatever she felt like, and nobody stopped her; nobody told her they were disappointed in her, that they expected more, that she could do better. She was allowed to be—for the first time ever. All she had to do was pretend to be her dead sister for the rest of her life.




Alice

Alice sits in her parked car, staring at her house. There are lights on inside, making it glow warmly in the fading afternoon light of the gray and rainy November day. There’s nothing sinister about it in appearance; it looks inviting, it is her home, and she’s the one who chose it—but now she’s afraid to walk through the front door. Afraid that Polly is still lying half-asleep in her bed because of something that happened the night of the séance. That she’ll see that strange black shadow that keeps eclipsing Geoff’s eyes. That her mother will show up to dinner with dirt in her teeth. That the minute her head hits the pillow she’ll have dreams about finding her husband’s penis in a field of ferns. Or that she’ll discover she’s the crazy perimenopausal woman who everyone keeps hinting she is when the next hot flash comes.

Fuck that.

Alice unclicks her seat belt and gets out of the car. On her way to the front door, she makes a plan. She’ll check on Polly and if there’s been no improvement then she’ll call the therapist and get her in for the earliest appointment. Then she’ll make an optometrist appointment for Geoff and get his eyes checked out, and then she’ll book her mother in with her doctor for a full physical and psych evaluation. Lastly, she’ll see her own doctor about the myriad things she’s experiencing. It’s time to get some professional opinions, time to tackle these things with real, logical methods.

Stepping through the front door, she feels energized by her new resolve and heads right to Polly’s room, not even bothering to take her coat off. “Sweetie?” she says, pushing on the partially open door. She’s surprised to find the bed empty, and Polly’s pajamas discarded on the floor. She turns to go and almost collides with Quinn, who suddenly appears in the hallway.

“Polly went into the woods,” he says without preamble. “Dad said she left almost two hours ago. Right before I got home from school.” He’s vibrating with nervous energy, and he’s wearing what Alice refers to as his old-man face, furrowed and dark with worry.

Panic reaches up and grips Alice’s heart, her pragmatic resolve vanishing. The thought of Polly in the woods alone sends terror coursing through Alice’s veins. She can see it in Quinn’s eyes too. “Did your dad go looking for her?” she asks, gently moving him away from Polly’s room and toward the kitchen.

He doesn’t say anything; lets the scene in the kitchen speak for itself. Geoff is cutting vegetables by the stove, and her mother is sitting at the island, a cocktail in one hand, flipping through a magazine, soft jazz playing in the background.

“Happy Friday!” Geoff says when he notices her in the doorway. “Take a load off and come have a drink with your mom.”

“Polly is lost in the woods?” Alice’s voice is shrill with concern, piercing the bubble of domestic calm.

“I wouldn’t say lost,” her mother says. “She’s just out for a walk.”

Alice turns to Geoff. “You’re not worried? Quinn said she’s been gone for two hours.”

Geoff glances at the clock. “I wasn’t,” he says with a shrug. “Should I be?”

His response ignites rage in Alice. She closes her eyes and takes a deep breath. She can feel heat prickling through her body.

“It’s almost dark,” Quinn says. “At what point are you going to worry and go looking for her?”

Geoff stares back at him blankly.

“I’ll go looking now,” Alice says through gritted teeth.

“Don’t be ridiculous,” her mother protests. “You’ll just end up lost. You don’t know those woods at all, dear.”

“Nobody needs to go looking for Polly in the woods,” Geoff says, continuing to chop vegetables. “She’ll be back when she’s ready and she’ll be fine. Better than fine, I suspect.” He looks up from the cutting board and Alice sees that weird shadow pass over both his eyes again.

“Whoa. Dad,” Quinn says. “Something weird just happened to your eyes.” He glances over at Alice to see if she noticed, but she does her best to act like she didn’t.

Geoff uses the knife to point at the pendant lights that hang above him. “It’s just these lights,” he says. “I’ve noticed they reflect strangely sometimes.”

“And how the hell do you know that she’ll be better than fine, Geoff?”

“Polly is an adult,” her mother says, still flipping through the magazine. “Don’t be one of those hovering parents. What are they called?”

“Helicopter parent?” Geoff offers. “She’s right, Alice,” he continues, oblivious to the flush of red rising in Alice’s cheeks. “Polly is an adult and should be treated like one. She could take offense if you go chasing after her. Like you don’t trust her or think she’s capable of finding her own way.”

“Mom, are you okay?” Quinn asks.

She can feel the splotches of heat pulsing on her face. Anger must have lit the match that started the hot flash that has suddenly overtaken her.

“I’m fine, sweetie,” she says, yanking her coat off and tossing it on the back of a chair. “When I left this morning,” she says, the volume of her voice rising with each word, “Polly was in the midst of a mental breakdown. She went into the woods two hours ago, and now it’s dark, and I’m the only adult who’s concerned?” Sweat tickles the hairs across her upper lip. She swipes at it quickly, wiping the dampness on her pants.

“Suit yourself, dear,” his nana says with a shrug. I just think it’s a bit of an overreaction about a simple walk in the woods.” Her mother points at her. “And you’re not looking well, dear. You should maybe go lie down or have a cold shower.”

“You seem really worked up, babe,” Geoff says, moving away from the cutting board toward her. “Why don’t you sit down and have some water? Try to calm down before making any decisions.”

Alice can feel her hot flash burning away her credibility. She sees what they see—a sweating, unkempt, hysterical, menopausal woman ready to run off into the woods after her daughter for no good reason.

“I’m going to look for Polly,” she says as calmly as she can.

“I’ll come with you,” Quinn offers.

She appreciates the show of support, so much that she could actually cry, but she shakes her head. “One child in the woods at night is more than enough. You stay here.” She uses her nonnegotiable tone and is grateful when he doesn’t argue with her.

“I’ll track your location while you’re in there, then,” he says instead. “And if you get turned around, just text me and I’ll guide you back.”

She manages to give him a smile. “Thanks, honey. And text me if she comes back.” Quinn nods and Alice leaves the room to prepare for her search mission. She notes that Geoff has gone back to cooking and her mother to flipping through her magazine. Alice resists the urge to turn back and rip the magazine from her mother’s hands and the knife from Geoff’s, and—

It’s like they know something about those woods that the rest of us don’t, she thinks.

The thought breaks through the rage, stops her in her tracks, and makes her whole body run cold, despite the hot flash.




Quinn

Quinn looks over at his dad stirring the pot, his face devoid of anything but deep concentration. His nana is leaning down to read an article in the magazine, one thumb stroking away the condensation on the side of her highball glass.

“How do you know Polly is going to be ‘better than fine’?” Quinn asks. It’s the same question his mom asked moments ago.

His nana looks up and he sees the same strange shadow pass over her eyes that he saw in his dad’s. She’s sitting under the pendant lights too, so he guesses that’s why.

“We just know,” his nana says, speaking for herself and his dad. For reasons Quinn can’t quite pinpoint, that creeps him right out.

His mom rushes back into the kitchen dressed in leggings, a hooded sweatshirt, a winter coat, and running shoes. She’s carrying a big flashlight that he recognizes from the camping trips they took when he was little. He has a memory of him and his sisters huddled around the flashlight in the tent they always shared. Polly telling them a scary story, Lucy with an arm wrapped around him protectively.

“Anything you’d like to say before I head out?” his mom asks his dad and nana. “Any advice?” They glance up with smiles and shake their heads at the exact same time, then go back to what they were doing. His mom glares at them, and he’s pretty sure she’s about to unleash one of her epic rages but then seems to think better of it and turns away from them.

She gives him a quick hug before flying out the door. He watches her march across the backyard with purpose and then disappear through the trees. Despite the presence of his dad and nana, he feels overwhelmed by loneliness. Even Panda isn’t at his side, choosing to hide in his room instead as she always does these days.

Deciding his dog has the right idea, he leaves the kitchen and heads to his room. Pulling his phone out on the way, he taps on it to bring up his mom’s location. He stops short, his stomach sinks, and a pulse of panic courses through him.

No location found.



Alice

The flashlight throws a wide circle of light, which illuminates the path but does little to reassure Alice as she moves deeper into the woods. Beyond the circle is total darkness. It doesn’t help that she feels something, or someone, lurking right there, just beyond the light. The bravado that got her from the kitchen to the woods has disappeared and her stomach squirms with fear. The one thing keeping her feet moving is the need to find her daughter.

“Polly,” she calls out every few feet or so, sticking to the path.

The only sounds in return: bare tree branches clapping together in the wind, her feet slapping the wet earth, and the odd twig snapping underfoot like a gunshot in the deep quiet. She moves past the point where she fell into the ferns, working hard not to envision the pale, naked bodies of her husband and mother.

“Polly?”

This time the air is filled with a piercing screech that stabs her eardrums. It comes from just above her, and she ducks down. The sound of beating wings causes her to shine her flashlight up just in time to see an owl swoop overhead and disappear into the darkness.

Once her heart rate has returned to normal, she starts walking again, this time humming as she goes. She read somewhere that humming or whistling helps regulate the nervous system. After a few bars, she realizes that she’s humming a children’s song, “The Teddy Bears’ Picnic.” Seems fitting, she thinks, but then remembers some of the lines from it and stops humming.

Slipping her phone out of her jacket pocket to check the time, she hits the button on the side. The screen stays black. She stops, and using both hands holds down the buttons on each side, praying for it to light up. Nothing. She knows her phone was at 86 percent when she left the house. She’d checked it. Sliding the phone back into her coat pocket, she takes a few deep breaths to quell the rising panic.

She calls out for her daughter again. No response. She’s afraid to go any farther, but just as afraid to abandon her mission and go back. She swings the flashlight around and spots a fallen log only a few feet off the path. She decides to sit down for a little while.

She used to tell the kids that if they got lost in a store to stay in one spot and wait for her to find them—she promised she would always find them. Now she’s taking her own advice, even though she’s the one who’s supposed to be doing the finding. For all she knows, Polly could already be home. The whole family may be sitting down to dinner. Geoff may be explaining to Polly how Alice freaked out and took off into the woods. How she doesn’t trust her nineteen-year-old daughter enough to go for a walk on her own. Maybe they’re coming up with nicknames for her like “Anxious Alice” or “Manic Mom.” Who will rescue her? she wonders. And her heart aches when she can’t come up with an answer. Before her self-pity can fully bloom, she’s distracted by the sound of movement in the darkness.

“Polly?” she calls out, holding her breath, listening with every part of her body. There’s another sound, louder this time, the crack of wood splitting. Alice stands up and points the flashlight at the sound. About ten feet away, right at the edge of the beam of light, a shape slowly takes form, emerging from a thick tree trunk.

Alice can make out the shape of a head, and shoulders, and then a body. Was it there all along, she wonders, hiding there up against the tree, or are her eyes playing tricks on her? “Hello?” she says, the word a croak of fear. The shape doesn’t move and makes no sound.

Accept the gift of the woods.

The voice echoes inside her head, but it’s not her own, it sounds like it’s been pulled from the depths of the earth, low, deep, ancient, and crackling. The words scrape through her, leaving a throbbing in her temples and an ache in her womb.

Rebirth for them brings peace. Do not fear it. Protect it.

Alice drops the flashlight and puts both hands over her ears.

There’s a moment of silence and Alice slowly lowers her hands.

The voice suddenly booms, GO HOME TO YOUR FAMILY.

The words are like hammers striking each side of Alice’s head. She looks away, back to the path, searching for escape, somewhere she can run without getting tangled up in fallen logs or branches. When she glances back, the shape is closer, only inches from her now, spotlighted by the beam of the flashlight shining up from the ground. She catches a fleeting glimpse of its face—skin pale but rough as bark, mouth open wide and deep, eyes bottomless, and black hair twisting around the face like a tangle of tree branches.

In the split second before the thing connects with her body, before it passes through her, filling her nose with the stench of wet earth, rotting leaves, and sulfur, and filling her mouth with the taste of soil, before knocking her back over the log and onto the ground, she hears her own scream echo through the woods.




Quinn

Polly arrived home an hour ago, but his mom is still out there. He texted her, but it came back undelivered. He’s trying not to freak out. Seems that everyone who goes into the woods comes out eventually. He’s just not sure what they come out as. From a distance, he thought it was Polly who emerged from the trees, soaked right through but seemingly unharmed, even with a smile on her face.

He was wrong.

“Hey little man,” she’d said when he stepped out on the back deck to greet her. As if nothing had happened. As if she hadn’t been in her room for days sleeping and crying, having a nervous breakdown.

“You’ve been gone for hours!” Quinn exclaimed. “What the fuck were you doing out there?”

Looking confused, she pulled out her phone to check the time. “Oh my God,” he heard her say under her breath. “I didn’t even realize I’d been gone that long. It felt like half an hour, tops.”

“What were you doing in there?” he asked, circling her as surreptitiously as possible. Looking for signs of a change.

She shrugged. “Walking?”

“Is that a question, or is that what you were doing?”

She put a hand to her forehead. It had a streak of dirt across it but the rest of her was pristine. “Honestly, I don’t really remember anything other than coming out of the woods right now and seeing you at the window.”

“Mom went in there looking for you.”

Polly glanced back at the woods as though she’d forgotten they were there. “She’ll be fine,” she answered. “There’s nothing in there that will hurt you.”

“You sure about that?” Quinn said, cocking his head to the side. “Did you forget the night of the séance when the ghosts of Justine Gordon’s family came out to play? Her murder victims. Murders that she blames on those woods.”

Polly dismisses him with a wave of her hand. “That night was such bullshit. Don’t even give it a second thought. I’m sure Sierra orchestrated the whole thing.” She started toward the back door. “Is dinner ready? I’m starving.”

He stayed out on the back deck for a few minutes, hoping it was his mom he’d see next coming out of the trees, but there was only darkness. Back inside he found his dad, nana, and sister laughing about something. They all turned when he came back into the room.

“Polly tells us that you think there’s something scary in the woods,” his dad said. Quinn gave a half shrug in response. “There’s nothing out there that can hurt you, bud. I promise.”

“Whatever,” Quinn said. Hating the way everyone was looking at him.

“The sooner this family embraces those woods and sees them for the blessing they are, the happier we’ll all be,” his nana suddenly said with so much enthusiasm it reminded him of a pulpit preacher.

“Seriously, Quinn,” Polly chimed in. “I swear you have nothing to be afraid of.”

“I’m going to my room,” he said.

“But dinner’s ready,” his dad called after him.

“I’m not hungry,” he replied without turning back. When he got to his room he locked the door behind him.

He pulled out his phone to check for his mom’s location again, but it still said unavailable. He tried calling her, but it went straight to voicemail. Then he got out his computer and started deep-diving into human possession, demons in the woods, anything he could think of to try to figure out what the hell kept happening to his family members when they went into those woods. Terrified that his mom would be next, and he’d be the only one left, he was starting to understand why Justine Gordon killed her own family.



He does his best to ignore the talking and laughing coming from the kitchen while his dad, nana, and sister eat dinner together, acting as though his mom wasn’t out there, alone in the dark. He also tries to ignore the rumbling of his empty stomach and the smell of the food that his dad made. He’s debating whether to sneak out the front door and go to his friend Jason’s when Panda starts barking at the window.

Quinn jumps up. It could be his mom. He unlocks his bedroom door and goes out to the kitchen with Panda right on his heels. Nobody asks what he’s doing when he pulls on his shoes and opens the back door. It’s colder now; he can see his breath. The rain has stopped, but it feels like it could snow at any moment.

“Mom?” he calls out at the edge of the woods. Panda barks in response and he snaps at her to be quiet.

“Quinn?” His mom’s voice reaches him from beyond the trees. “I’m hurt.”

“Where are you?” Quinn calls back.

“Not far from the path, but I’ve twisted my ankle and can’t walk anymore. I need your help.”

Quinn goes to step onto the path and Panda nips at the back of his leg. “Stop,” he says, swatting at her. She growls and bites down again, this time getting the bottom of his pant leg in her mouth.

“Quinn, hurry,” his mom calls out.

He smacks Panda on the nose, but she won’t let go, so he yanks hard to free his leg, hearing the rip of his pants. Before she has a chance to try again, Quinn bolts into the woods, pulling his phone out as he goes for the flashlight.

“Where are you?” he calls.

“Just up here,” she says.

He follows her voice and swings the light of his phone around in all directions. “I can’t see you.” There’s only silence in return. “Mom?”

A loud crack echoes all around him, sounding like a big branch breaking free from a tree. Then everything goes quiet. Too quiet. There’s no wind, no birds, no dripping of rain onto the forest floor. He can’t even hear Panda barking anymore. Turning back the way he came, he sees nothing but trees. The path has disappeared, and so has the opening that leads to his backyard. How did he get so turned around?

“Mom?”

The sound bounces back to him in an echo followed by thick, heavy silence. “No, no, no,” he whimpers, tears in his eyes. A solid, dreadful knowing that he’s made a big mistake fills his body. He should never have come into the woods. That was not his mom calling out to him. He turns in frantic circles, looking for anything familiar, anything to help him find his way out.

He pulls his phone out, even though he already knows what he’s going to find—a black screen, no power, no way to get help. Movement out of the corner of his eye causes him to look up. Only a few feet away, a tall, shadowy figure grows right out of the bark of a thick-trunked tree. Right beside it, another figure is revealed from the bark. Quinn slowly backs away, afraid to take his eyes off the figures, afraid not to.

His heel connects with a tree root, and he stumbles back, falling into a pile of wet leaves. When he looks up, the figures are only inches away from him. He curls into a small ball on the forest floor, so that all he can feel is the chilled damp of the ground and all he can smell is wet earth and rotting leaves. He calls for his mom between choked sobs until a bony hand on the back of his neck silences him. The touch is ice-cold and yet it brings a calm over him that he’s never experienced before. He hears a hissing whisper, not unlike the wind, and the world goes black.



Alice

Alice lay curled in the fetal position on the forest floor, her arms over her head, the damp of the ground soaking through her clothing to numb her skin. Only after several minutes of no voices booming through her head or movement around her did she feel safe enough to uncurl. Pushing herself off the ground, she sat on the log for a while longer, waiting for the trembling in her limbs, the thudding of her heart, and the gasping of her breath to subside.

Now she stumbles along the path as quickly as she can. Having lost all sense of direction, she no longer knows if she’s heading toward home or away. She doesn’t care. She just wants to get out of these woods. Alice finds the deep quiet unnerving. There are no strange bird calls, no rustling in the brush, no whisper of wind through the trees. It’s as though that thing that passed through her has scared everything in the woods silent.

She does her best not to think about the ancient, twisted face of it, the smell, the feel of it passing through her. She stays focused entirely on the path ahead, which seems to widen as she goes. The sudden ping of her phone is so loud in the quiet, so unexpected, that it stops her dead. It pings several more times. She quickly pulls it out of her coat pocket.

Her phone is working again. There are several texts from Quinn from hours ago. Has it really been that long? It’s like time changes as soon as you step through those trees. She could have sworn she’d been in here an hour at most.

Can’t see your location. Call me.

Polly home. Come back.

Where R U? Polly is back.

Come home. Something is weird about Polly.

Alice is relieved to see that Polly is home, but the rest of Quinn’s texts seem frantic. She looks at her location and realizes that she’s on the other side of the woods, not far from Ruth Crowley’s. This well-used path must be hers, she thinks. She texts Quinn back.

I’m okay. Got lost and am on the other side of the woods. As soon as I have a pickup spot will call dad to get me. Stay inside until I get back. Do not go into the woods!

The back of Ruth Crowley’s little log house comes into sight and Alice can’t believe what a comfort it is. There are lights on, which means she’s home. A sob of relief clogs her throat, which she works hard to push back down. She’ll scare the woman to death showing up sobbing, soaked through, and covered in dirt. Alice hurries around to the front of the house, desperate for a friendly face, to be inside, out of the rain, away from the woods.

She knocks loudly on the front door. While she waits, she goes over what she’ll tell Ruth about the thing in the woods. No matter how she explains it, the whole thing will sound ridiculous. Like the ramblings of a madwoman. Even her reason for going in there in the first place sounds dramatic, since Polly is now home safe and sound. Alice will come across like a neurotic, overprotective mother who tells scary stories for attention. She tells herself that if anyone will believe her, Ruth will, and knocks again loudly.

When there’s no answer with the second knock, or any sounds from inside, Alice tries the door handle. It turns and she pushes the door open just a few inches, calling out a hello. A terrible smell hits, and she puts a hand over her mouth and nose.

“Ruth?” she calls. “It’s Alice. I got lost in the woods.” A loud squawk comes in response as the one-legged crow swoops past her into the living room. Alice waits for a minute and follows, staying low in case the bird decides to dive-bomb her again. “Ruth?”

There’s the shuffling of paws and a small yip from the other side of the couch. Alice knows in her gut that something is not right because the smell is even worse in here. With an arm across her nose, Alice braces herself and steps around the couch. There in the middle of the living-room floor, on a homespun rug, is Ruth Crowley.

Or what’s left of her.

The old woman is missing both eyes. Her upper torso is exposed and split right down the middle, the flaps of skin hanging open to reveal her internal organs. Not like the bodies Alice thought she saw in the forest belonging to Geoff and her mother. Those ones had been cleaned out.

The one-legged raven stands beside Ruth’s head and every few seconds pecks the woman’s gouged-out eye socket. The blind fox sits at Ruth’s feet, sniffing the air and letting out protective yips. Alice can see several bite marks on Ruth’s bare arms and cheeks. Only the owl keeps its distance, perched on the arm of the chair that Ruth had been sitting in the last time Alice was there.

Alice’s gut convulses, and she barely has time to get out of the cottage before a hot, thick stream of vomit rockets from her body and onto the front lawn. She fights the urge to run. What if she’s hallucinating again like she did in the woods that first time? Then she thinks of the smell and the old woman’s ashen, bloated face, blackened fingertips, and bitten flesh. Much more real than the pale, waxlike bodies she’d seen in the forest.

Alice pulls out her phone to dial 911. She tries to explain what she’s found through tears and a throat still constricted in fear. The woman on the other end says that emergency services have been dispatched and tells Alice not to leave the scene.

She waits on the front lawn, wiping the snot and vomit from her face with the back of her hand, taking deep breaths. The rustling of wings causes her to glance back at the front door, which hangs open from her quick exit. The crow is there, flapping its wings, hopping on its one foot at the threshold to the cottage. Only then does she notice the symbols. Just like the ones carved into Polly’s bedroom floor, just like the ones from the book that Ruth’s sister had. They’re painted in a rust color and sit right inside the front door. Underneath them are the words Donum Silvis.

Gift of the woods.

Alice feels lightheaded, and the tightness in her chest is making it hard to breathe. She crouches down on the ground, afraid she might pass out, working hard to process it all. Did this happen to Ruth because of the day that Alice came to visit, because of what Ruth told her, because Ruth had given her the box of her sister’s things? She remembers Ruth quoting her sister’s warning:

Don’t ever try and stop it, don’t ever get in its way, and don’t tell anyone what you know, and you will be safe.

Ruth did tell somebody. She told Alice, and now she’s dead.
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Alice

The police officer drives the car through the dark streets with an ease that reminds Alice of a shark swimming through deep water. He’s in no rush. It doesn’t matter that it’s 1 a.m. and Alice is so tired and drained that she could lie down in the back of the cruiser and sleep for days.

She’d spent hours in the back of a police car at Ruth’s cottage answering questions. She’d even watched them carry Ruth’s body out in a black bag, but it wasn’t until the fox, the crow, and the owl were carried out in cages that she’d broken down. Both birds had flapped their wings frantically, and the fox lifted its snout and made a screaming sound that sounded like grief. Like the noise she made when the doctor told them Lucy had died.

After she’d recovered, she’d called Geoff to tell him what was happening. He’d insisted on coming to be with her, but she’d told him he wasn’t allowed on the property because it was a crime scene. Nobody had told her that. For some reason she couldn’t quite pinpoint, she didn’t want him there.

“How you finding it out there in the ‘murder house’?” the police officer asks, chuckling. He takes one hand off the steering wheel to air quote the last two words, then peers at Alice from the rearview mirror. He’s stocky with a friendly face and eyes. Not like the younger police officers that she dealt with at Ruth Crowley’s place, whose levels of detachment made them seem more robot than human.

She tries not to scowl at the officer’s question. “It’s a beautiful property,” she answers. “Does take time to settle into new places though. Change is hard.” He doesn’t say anything as he eases the car into a slow turn with one hand on the wheel. “Do you know the place?”

He gives a curt nod. “I grew up in the area. And I know your place well. I was an investigating officer on the Justine Gordon case. Been through that house a hundred times at least trying to make sense of things.” He sighs heavily, and she can feel the toll it’s taken on him.

“She claims that the woods made her do it,” Alice says.

The police officer laughs again and Alice can tell from the slight wheeze of it that he’s either a smoker or used to be. “I’ve been through every inch of those woods and I never saw a single thing in there that didn’t belong.”

“Did you go in the cave?”

He looks up, startled. Stammers, “Of course. Plenty of times. Although some might disagree. One of the other officers said he saw something that spooked him when he was searching for the older boy.”

“What did he see?” Alice asks, leaning forward slightly, remembering “Tom” from the podcast.

The officer answers with a shrug. “Just came out of there looking like he’d seen a ghost. Said there was no way he was ever going back in.”

“But he didn’t say why?”

“Nah.” The officer shakes his head. “You don’t talk about things like that on the job. And he was a young cop, green. Ended up transferring because he caught so much flak from the other officers about it. But—” He stops short. “Oh, forget it.”

“No, tell me.”

They pull onto her street, and he doesn’t say anything, as though he’s debating whether or not he should. Only when they’re driving down Alice’s driveway does he open his mouth again to speak. “I’ll be honest. I may not have seen anything in those woods, but I sure felt it.”

“Felt it how?”

“Like something was always watching me. I’ve been in plenty of woods in my life but there’s something different about yours. Can’t really explain it other than that.”

Alice nods. She knows the feeling well. The officer pulls up in front of the house, which is dark except for the front light that Geoff left on. The officer pushes a button and she hears the click of the car doors unlocking.

“Are you calling Ruth Crowley’s death suspicious?” Alice asks for the first time that night, her hand on the door handle.

The officer shakes his head. “I’m not sure yet what we’ll be calling it. There was no sign of struggle or break-and-enter, but her wounds were unusual. Could just be a case of those animals turning on her though.” He sighs heavily again, shaking his head. “That’s why you don’t keep wild animals as pets. Not even injured ones. In any case, an autopsy will be done. Hopefully we’ll get enough information from that to determine the cause of death.”

Alice is about to get out of the car, but on an impulse tries a different tack. “Not long before she died, Ruth told me her sister’s story. How she went crazy because her family abandoned her and then got into some dark stuff. Witchcraft. Apparently conjuring something. A local man said that some kids claim to have seen it. That they called it the Witch in the Woods. Did you notice that weird symbol painted on the floor at the front door of Ruth’s house? With a Latin inscription? Donum Silvis. It means ‘gift of the woods.’ Do you think there’s any way it could all be related?”

The officer shifts in his seat to turn and face her, eyes narrowed as he scrutinizes her in the light from the house, probably to see if she looks as crazy as she sounds. “Ruth Crowley was always a big storyteller. And yeah, her sister went a bit crazy. Had to be institutionalized. But she was no witch. Just a sad old gal. Only thing she could conjure were complaints from the neighbors about how run-down she let the place get.”

“But the symbols. On the floor at Ruth’s front door. Could they mean something?”

“Only if we could be sure Ruth didn’t put them there herself. That could be pretty hard to determine though, with her dead and all.” He sighs again and rubs a hand hard across the rough skin of his forehead. Alice senses that his patience with her is running out. “Look, Ruth Crowley was an eccentric, lonely old woman. Losing her sister like that had a terrible effect on her, made her paranoid and angry. So, try not to overthink anything she told you. She’s in a better place now. Not stuck out in the woods all by herself.”

A shiver runs through Alice at his last few words.

The officer gets out of the car and comes around to open Alice’s door for her. “Don’t leave town for a few days,” he says before she can get out. “You’re not a suspect or anything, but we still may need to get in touch.”

“Thank you for bringing me home,” she says as she slides out of the backseat.

The officer glances at the woods around them. “No problem. Hope you can get some sleep after the night you’ve had.”

A crow caws as if on cue, causing both Alice and the officer to jump. They laugh together at their dramatic reaction. “Yeah, I’m not gonna lie,” he says, “these woods put me on edge.” He takes one last look around before getting back in his car.



Alice steps into a house that is dark and quiet. She’s glad none of her family are awake. She’s not up for a retelling of the night’s events. Despite being bone-tired, she goes to Quinn’s bedroom before her own. After his flurry of frantic texts, she didn’t hear anything back. She asked Geoff if he was okay when she called, and he’d said Quinn was doing great. Alice found that hard to believe but she let it drop, deciding she’d get Quinn’s version when she was home.

Panda is lying across the threshold to his room, guarding the closed door. She whimpers when Alice approaches.

“What’s up, girl?” Alice whispers, bending down to pet the dog. “Did you get locked out?” She stands up and opens the door, nudging Panda gently with one foot to go into the room. Instead, the dog hops up and scurries away.

Panda stands at the entrance to the kitchen, staring back at Quinn’s door, whimpering. Alice shushes her, and the dog skirts around her to resume her position on the floor in front of the room, but not in it. “Silly dog,” Alice whispers, scratching her on the head. “Are you keeping him in or keeping us out?” Her own question stops her short.

Opening Quinn’s door, she steps over the dog and tiptoes to the side of her son’s bed. Bending over to get a closer look at him, she inhales that all-too-familiar smell—damp earth, leaves, the woods. She wants to shake him awake, ask him if he went into the woods after her, if he feels any different. She wants to look into his eyes and make sure he’s still her Quinn. Something stops her. Instead, she leaves his room and goes to check on Polly.

Polly’s door is open just a crack, so she’s able to slip in without a sound. Her curtains are pushed wide open, revealing the wall of trees that sits just beyond. Alice tiptoes to the side of Polly’s bed and listens to her breathe, just like she used to when she was little. Back then, she listened for two sets of breaths. Polly and Lucy slept in the same bed for the first nine years of their lives, arms and legs entwined so that at times it looked like one body and two heads. Impossible to tell apart.

Bending down the same way she did over Quinn, Alices inhales as quietly as possible. Laced with Polly’s fragrant shampoo, it’s there, unmistakable—damp earth, leaves, the woods.
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Alice

Alice has no idea what time it is, but weak gray light makes its way through her bedroom curtains. Geoff is not in bed beside her, and the house is silent. Is it early morning, late afternoon? Thanks to Ruth Crowley’s tea, she ended up sleeping so deeply she’s lost all sense of time. After going into the kids’ rooms, Alice was shaken to the core, but she had no idea what to do about it, so went looking for the sedative samples in her work bag. They were all gone.

She took an extra-hot shower, hoping that might work. She was so tired, her eyes were burning, but every time she closed them, the horrible things she’d seen earlier that night came rushing back in high definition. The figure in the woods with its ashen, wrinkled face and black eyes, and Ruth Crowley lying dead on the floor surrounded by her confused, scared animals. Alice tried to breathe through it, visualized calming places, counted backward from one hundred, but nothing worked.

Finally, she went to the kitchen to dig out the tea that Ruth Crowley had given her. She was reluctant, having no idea what was in it and remembering the state of Ruth’s kitchen, but she was also desperate to rest.

She was able to get through only half a cup of the pungent, earthy brew, but that was enough. She went back to bed and within minutes fell into a deep sleep. She dreamed that she was out in her backyard in the middle of the night. She was wearing her pajamas but didn’t feel the cold. A deer stepped out of the trees and nodded at her to follow, so she did.

The deer led her to a clearing where a table was set with a tea service and a tiered cake stand piled high with cupcakes. Ruth Crowley sat at the head of the table looking very much alive, beautiful even, with flowers through her wild gray hair, a glow to her skin, and the one-winged owl on her shoulder. The one-legged raven sat at the spot on her left, and the blind fox sat at the spot on her right. Ruth motioned for Alice to sit down across from her, so she did.

“I finally figured it out,” Ruth said to Alice before biting into a purple cupcake piled high with icing.

“Figured out what?” Alice asked.

“Why my sister did it. Why she conjured the thing in the woods. All she wanted was a second chance.”

“A second chance for what?” Alice asked, looking down at a beetle crawling out of her teacup.

“A second chance to love her family. Properly this time. Without the resentment or the rage that ruined everything the first time. The gift of the woods is rebirth.” Ruth pointed at Alice. “But not for you. Or for my sister. Or for Justine Gordon.”

“What do you mean?”

“When the others went in the woods, they came back changed. They came back better. But not my sister, not Justine Gordon, and not you. Because you’re the mothers. You hold all the memories, good and bad, of your families. All the responsibility. Someone must hold it, and that someone is you. That’s what mothers do. The others come back better, but the mothers stay the same.”

The clearing that had been light when Alice stepped into it suddenly darkened. The sound of wood splintering filled the air, and from every tree surrounding the clearing a shadowy figure emerged, born from the bark.

The next thing Alice knew, she was awake in her bed feeling only slightly rested, her joints stiff from being out in the cold and rain the night before, her brain sore and mushy from the trauma of finding Ruth last night. There’s also a cramping in her lower belly, but from what she isn’t sure. Mostly she wants to roll over and go back to sleep, but she remembers the smell of her children last night. Did she imagine it, or…

Sitting up, she throws back the covers to get out of bed and finds the white sheets blackened with dirt. Her feet are filthy. “What the hell?” Only then does she notice the blood at her crotch and smeared in the dirt on the sheets. Terror grips her. She starts patting herself all over, looking for the source of blood, when the cramps in her belly intensify—meaning only one thing. It’s her fucking period. After months of having only a little spotting, she’s got a full-blown painful period.

Of course I do, she thinks, wondering why her body hates her so much.

Inside her, all the rage and anxiety and grief start to rumble and collide. All of it bubbling and roiling, about to boil over.

Is this what happened to Justine? The thought breaks through the chaos of her mind, bringing it to an unnerving quiet. Did she sleepwalk into the woods at night? See shadowy figures in there when she was awake? Is it us or them? she wonders, before realizing she just grouped herself with Justine Gordon. They are both mothers, after all. Like Ruth’s sister.

Alice gets out of bed.

“I will not be Justine Gordon,” Alice repeats on a loop while she strips her bed of the soiled sheets and remakes it. She stops the mantra only when she’s standing in the shower and another thought occurs to her: Beverley is a mother too. Her mother. But she went into the woods and came out different just like Geoff. If what Alice learned in her dream is true, then why did Beverley get to be reborn?

Because she cared more about escaping her own suffering than protecting her daughter, a deeper part of Alice answers.

The clock in the kitchen reads 3 p.m., which means she slept almost the entire day away. There’s a note on the counter from Geoff:

I thought you needed to sleep so didn’t wake you.

Text me when you’re up and I’ll come in.

She’s grateful that he let her sleep but wonders why the soiled sheets didn’t alarm him enough to wake her up and see if she was okay. He may cook dinner and help around the house more now, but in this moment, she’d rather have the deeply flawed version of her husband back. The one who would most definitely find everything that’s happening not okay. The one who would be trying to figure out what the hell is in those woods right alongside her.

Alice hears the front door opening, and within seconds Polly arrives in the kitchen, rosy-cheeked from being out in the November air, her hair shiny and hanging in two French braids. Just like Lucy used to wear hers. Her daughter is clearly doing better, but the sight of her, looking just like her dead sister, is a knife through Alice’s heart.

“Mom,” Polly says, rushing over to give her a tight hug. “I heard what happened last night. Are you okay?” She pulls out of the embrace to scan Alice’s face, her brow furrowed with worry. “It must have been awful finding that woman dead.”

Alice opens her mouth to reassure her daughter but stops short as a black shadow crosses over Polly’s eyes.

She reaches out and takes hold of Polly, bringing her in closer. “Are you okay?” she asks. “What happened to you out in the woods yesterday? Did you see anything? A witchy-looking thing?”

Polly tips her head back and laughs. “A witch? What are you talking about?”

Before Alice can explain, the back door opens and Geoff comes into the kitchen. He goes right to Alice and puts a hand on her back, leaning in to kiss her on the cheek.

“How are you doing?” he asks, his voice full of concern.

She wants to lean into him, be comforted after her horrible ordeal in the woods and at Ruth’s, but instead her body tightens and she shifts away. Suspicious of everyone and everything. “I’m okay,” she says, even though she’s not. “It was pretty awful but I’m glad I found her. They think she was dead for a few days, so imagine if I hadn’t come along.”

Geoff shudders. “Awful.” He pulls her back in, oblivious to her efforts to keep distance between them. “I’m just glad you’re home now, safe and sound, with your family.”

“Me too,” Alice says. “Although…” She thinks about her sleepwalking again, how she could have ended up at the bottom of that ravine, or worse. “I sleepwalked last night. Did you notice me get in bed and then get out again?”

Geoff considers and then shakes his head. “No. To be honest, I didn’t even notice when you got home. I was dead to the world.” He cringes. “Sorry, poor choice of words. But sleepwalking, eh? That doesn’t sound safe. We may need to strap you down at night. Hey,” Geoff says, turning to Polly, “how did the job hunt go?”

“Pretty good,” Polly replies. “I handed in my résumé to a few places downtown, filled out some applications online.”

“You don’t want to work at the coffee shop anymore?” Alice asks.

Polly shakes her head, and her braids go swinging. “I don’t want to go back there. The employees aren’t very good people.”

Alice thinks of Halloween night and how Polly acted afterward. “I think that’s a good idea,” she says.

She wants to ask Polly what brought about the rapid change in her, but she’s afraid she won’t get a straight answer, that she’ll be accused of being paranoid about the woods again. The front door opens, and she hears Quinn drop his backpack on the floor before he arrives in the kitchen.

“Mom!” he says, rushing over to hug her, just as Polly had. “You’re back.”

She holds him tight against her. She can’t remember the last time he gave her a hug. But something is off. They’re all too happy to have her back. Quinn moves over to the sink to wash an apple while Polly stands with the fridge open, listing off items that could be used for tonight’s dinner to Geoff, who’s sitting at the island. The perfect family scene—too perfect.

“Hey guys,” she calls out, and they all stop what they’re doing to look over at her. There’s no mistaking it, now that she knows what she’s looking for: the flash of black that slides across all of their eyes simultaneously. It’s not the pendant lights and it’s not her imagination. The woods have gotten to them all.



Alice

She’d made an excuse to leave the house, then got in her car and started driving with no idea where she was going. Instinctively she found herself back on familiar streets, parked in front of her old house. She sat in her car for half an hour, staring at the house that used to be hers with tears streaming down her cheeks, her back and lower belly aching despite the two Advil she took.

As the cobalt-colored dusk descended, she watched the inside lights come on. She watched a woman inside pull curtains closed against prying eyes—hers. She had been so quick to want to escape from that house, but now she would give anything to walk back through those doors and call it home. The longing for the past, one in which Lucy is alive, when there is no need to escape to the woods, is so strong it cramps her gut and burns her throat. But there’s no going back. If they were to return to that house they would also return to the sorrow of losing Lucy. And the loss would outweigh the comfort of familiarity.

Alice thinks of Ruth Crowley’s words from her dream last night. Is that what the woods have done? she wonders. Wiped my family clean of the pain, leaving me to hold it all?

Knowing she can’t sit in her cold car all night asking questions she has no answer to, she grabs her phone and calls her friend Libby. Her house is only two blocks away and Alice is hoping she can go over there for a glass of wine and a heart-to-heart.

Libby picks up on the second ring. She’s happy to hear from Alice and only then does Alice realize that she didn’t text her after the Halloween party. Libby asks what was wrong with Polly that night and if she’s okay now. Alice realizes she doesn’t know if Polly is okay now, or if anyone in her family is. She bursts into tears. Libby’s immediately sympathetic, asking what’s wrong, what she can do, and it opens the floodgates in Alice.

Alice tells Libby everything. Starting from the beginning with the dead animals, right up to her fleeing her house when her family looked at her with black shadows sliding across their eyes. Libby mostly listens, interrupting now and again to get clarification on something, gasping over the thing that Alice saw in the woods, offering comfort when Alice tells her the part about finding Ruth Crowley dead.

“What do I do?” Alice asks her friend, sounding as lost as she feels.

“I think you need to talk to your therapist, Alice,” Libby says without missing a beat. “Get her take on all of this. Losing Lucy was an incredibly traumatic experience. Moving is also very stressful. Quinn in a new school, Polly suffering from PTSD, you in a new neighborhood and unfamiliar surroundings. It’s no wonder you’re struggling. It’s too much change, honey. And then add hormones and perimenopause to all of that? You’re dealing with a shitstorm right now. It’s too much change.”

“Perimenopause?” Alice shrieks. “Are you fucking kidding me, Libby?”

There’s silence on the other end of the line. A realization slowly clears away the fog of emotion that Alice was in only minutes before. She is alone in this. No matter who she tells, they will think it’s all in her head. Whether they blame it on perimenopause, trauma, stress, or anxiety, she is the one with the problem. The one left holding the bag. The one responsible for everyone else. For the first time since finding the house in the woods, Alice feels a deep and profound empathy for Justine Gordon.

“I’m sorry, Libby,” Alice quickly says. “I didn’t mean to snap. You’re probably right, it’s just everything piling up.”

“I’m not saying that I don’t believe what you’ve experienced,” Libby says. “I just think that there are reasonable explanations for all of it. That maybe it isn’t as sinister as you think.”

“No, you’re right,” Alice says through a clenched jaw.

“Come for a visit,” Libby offers. “We’ll have some wine and talk things through. There’s nothing we can’t solve together.”

Alice doesn’t tell Libby that she’s just around the corner and could be there in under a minute. Instead, she makes tentative plans for a get-together for the following weekend.

“In the meantime, call your therapist,” Libby pushes. “You don’t need to manage all of this on your own, Alice. You’re a wife and a mother, but that doesn’t mean the burden of it all has to fall to you all the time. Ask for help.”

Alice pretends to agree with her friend, despite knowing that bearing the burden of it all is exactly what is expected of her. Alice says she has to go, and Libby makes her promise to text or call once a day. “I’m worried about you and so is Kathy,” she adds. Alice tells her not to be, that their talk has already made her feel better, and then they hang up. With no place else to go, Alice starts the car, pulls out from the curb, and heads home.



Alice

The house is in total darkness when she gets back. This doesn’t help the feeling of apprehension she has pulling into the driveway. She is trying to stay level-headed, not allow herself to plunge headlong into fear or speculation. She will get to the bottom of things in a rational, pragmatic way. This is the pep talk she gives herself getting out of her car and walking up to the front door.

Not even a front light has been left on for her. She fumbles her way inside, turning on lights as she goes and calling out hello but getting only silence in return. It’s 7:30 on a Saturday night. Where could they all be? she wonders. She calls out for Panda, surprised that the dog hasn’t come to greet her. Even she’s abandoned Alice. She decides to go out to her mother’s cabin and see if she knows where everyone is.

Stepping onto the back deck Alice is amazed at the heavy quiet and the depth of the darkness. She stands there for a few seconds until her eyes adjust to it. The sharp chill in the air makes Alice think it might snow later. Not a single light is on in her mother’s cabin, but Alice still steps inside, just to check that everything is okay.

“Mom?”

The place smells different. Not the scent that Alice equates with her mother’s presence—a mix of paint, Vermouth, and Chanel perfume—but the woods. A rustling in the corner startles Alice, and only then does she notice the glow of cat eyes in the darkness, three pairs, tucked away in hiding spaces around the room. She bends down and tsks softly to call them to her, but they hunker farther into their hiding spots. One of them, she can’t tell which, lets out a low growl.

She stands up to go, feeling a pang of jealousy at being left out of her family’s plans. Nobody even texted to let her know where they were going. Turning to open the front door, she stops when she sees a figure crossing the lawn. It’s too dark to make out any features but the height and stride make her think it must be Quinn. Then another figure steps out of the woods only a few feet away who looks like Polly. Across the yard, another shadowy figure walks out of the woods: Geoff.

One of the cats behind her starts that low growl again just as a fourth figure emerges from the side of the house—her mother. All four of them arriving within seconds of each other but from different exit points. None with a flashlight to help them make their way in the dark. None of them wearing a coat or hat to protect against the chill of the night and the light snow that has just started to fall. The four of them suddenly stop where they are and turn back toward the woods. Each of them bowing ever so slightly before heading toward the house.

Without thinking, Alice flips the porch light of the cabin on and pushes her mother’s door open. “What are you all doing?” she calls out. “Why were you in the woods?” She’s sure she’s caught them now. How will they explain such strange behavior away? Someone will have to tell her the truth.

“Alice!” Geoff exclaims, sounding surprised and slightly unsettled to see her there. The others stop walking and turn to her but Alice can’t make out the expressions on their faces.

“Tell me,” she demands. “What were you all doing in the woods?”

Geoff sighs heavily, glances at the others, and then comes closer to the cabin. “We were burying Panda.”

“What?” Alice asks, a hitch in her throat.

“After you left, she got out, ran right down the driveway and out onto the road. She was hit by a car.”

Alice puts a hand to her mouth in shock. She can’t believe what he’s telling her. Panda was a smart, obedient dog, never running away, always wary of cars. She hurries down the porch stairs and goes right to Quinn. “Are you okay?” she asks him, her voice clogged with unshed tears. Panda was his dog through and through, and after losing Lucy she’s not sure how he’ll cope with it.

Quinn nods. “I’ll be okay.” There’s a heaviness to his voice that sounds more like resignation than sadness. “I knew she wouldn’t live forever.” He lets Alice hug him, even hugs her back, but there are no tears on his cheeks.

Maybe it hasn’t hit him yet. “That’s true, but you can still be sad about it,” she tells him, fighting back her own tears. He nods. “Well, I’m here if you need me,” she adds, not sure what else to say.

Everyone turns together and makes their way into the house, leaving Alice standing there in the backyard with her head spinning. Why didn’t they text or call her? Why didn’t they at least wait for her before they buried Panda?

Through the window, Alice sees her family gathered together in the kitchen, talking. She wants to cry about Panda, let the sorrow over losing such a beautiful dog wash over her, but something else, something stronger, has hold of her mind and body.

Fear.

They are not my family, she thinks. Watching them through the window, they feel like strangers to her, in somebody else’s house, somebody else’s life. Who are they, then? she wonders—reborn versions of themselves, created by the woods? Why aren’t they more upset about Panda? Do they not feel anything anymore, while she must feel everything? The questions rush through her mind as she watches them tilt back their heads and laugh at something, warm and safe inside the house that she bought for them.

You could barricade all the doors and start a fire, she thinks. Start a gas leak or put all the pills in your work bag in their food. She shivers so violently that her teeth chatter and her knees tremble. It is not the cold. It is shock and terror and sorrow. Is this what Justine Gordon felt right before she killed her husband and her two sons?

Was she torn apart by her love for her family and her fear of what they’d become? Was she torn between her desire to kill them all and her fear of them all dying?

Alice is surprised to see another person step into the light of the kitchen. Polly goes to him, looping her arm through his and pulling him farther into the room. He is tall and slim, with messy, dark brown hair, and moves as though he is liquid. It looks like Polly is introducing him to everyone, and he smiles warmly at them, shaking Geoff’s hand, nodding politely at her mother and Quinn.

Polly breaks away from the group and rushes to the back door, throwing it open. “Mom,” she calls out. “Come inside. I want you to meet my boyfriend, Gray. We’re going to make a fire and play Pictionary.”

She sounds so happy, Alice thinks. Unburdened and carefree, like the Polly before they lost Lucy. But at the same time just like Lucy, who loved playing Pictionary. It’s as if that loss hasn’t happened at all. Have they all forgotten? she wonders. And if given the option, would she not do the same? Is this not what she asked for? A fresh start, a way to fix her family?

“I’ll be right there,” Alice calls back, her voice cracking with emotion. The shivering in her body has stopped. An unfamiliar calm spreads through her and all of the noise in her head quiets. She knows what she has to do.
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[Intro music for fifteen seconds]

Cleo: Welcome to a very special, bonus episode of Killing Their Own. Our faithful listeners will remember us diving deep into the disturbing and fascinating case of Justine Gordon, the university professor who murdered her husband and two sons. Buckle up for this special follow-up episode.

[Sponsor break]

Cleo: As most of you will remember, one of the most interesting things about the Justine Gordon case was her claim that something in the woods surrounding her house took her family members and replaced them with imposters. To this day, Justine maintains that something evil lurks in those woods. She admits that she murdered the imposters, but she claims that she’s innocent of the murders of her family. Is Justine telling the truth? Is there a paranormal element to this case? Who better to ask than the woman who moved into Justine Gordon’s house almost a year ago with her husband, nineteen-year-old daughter, fifteen-year-old son, and seventy-eight-year-old mother. Welcome, Alice!

Alice: Thank you for having me, Cleo. I’m happy to be here.

Cleo: Let’s get right to the point, Alice. Do you believe there’s something in those woods? Something that caused Justine Gordon to murder her entire family?

Alice: [clears throat] The woods are beautiful, and mysterious, and harmless.

Cleo: Well, there you have it, people, Justine Gordon’s claims have been debunked. [pause for effect] So, tell me, Alice, are you and your family happy there, despite the property’s infamous past?

Alice: Yes, Cleo, we’re very happy here. My children are thriving. My husband has his very own writing space and will be publishing a novel in the near future. We’re able to provide a place for my mother to live independently on the property and check in on her every day. And we’ve finally started to heal from the loss of my daughter, Lucy.

Cleo: Wow, Alice, that’s really nice to hear! Sounds like you have the perfect family, living the perfect life out in the woods.

Alice: There’s no such thing as the perfect family, Cleo. Every family has its flaws. I think you just have to find a way to be grateful for what you have, no matter what that may look or feel like. I’m grateful for my family every day.

Cleo: That’s so true, Alice. What a great perspective you have. I know this is a podcast about family who murder family, but we’re thrilled to hear that you have no such plans, and that we won’t have to do a series about you. [soft chuckle]

Alice: Who knows, Cleo. There are days when I could murder my husband for leaving the toilet seat up. I mean, I am a menopausal woman, after all. [laughter from both]

Cleo: Just out of curiosity, Alice, do you enjoy spending time in the woods around your house?

Alice: Oh no. I never go into those woods.
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