




To my partner, Brian Toner. Thank you for all your support and 
encouragement.





Note: This section discusses some of the heavier content ad-
dressed in this book. While I speak in general terms, if you’re 
concerned about potential spoilers, you may wish to skip it. For 
a more extensive list of content warnings, see the end of the book.

Horror and dark jction often act as a microscope upon the world. 
They lay bare the hatred and inDustice that azict society. (elving 
into the dark side of humanity can be deeply uncomfortable, and 
often, that’s  a good thing. We need to feel uncomfortable in order 
to grow. However, examining the darkness can also be retrauma-
ti)ing for some. For this reason, I felt a content note was in order.

The maDority of this book takes place inside an insular religious 
community, and while the religion portrayed on these pages is 
jctional, the abusive atmosphere mimics that of certain real-world 
sects. (omestic violence Aboth on- and oO-the-pageS, sexual as-
sault AoO-the-pageS, and religious trauma all play essential roles in 
the story. While I write about these issues with care and center the 
voices of survivors and victims, my portrayals still may be diMcult 
for some to read. 

Bdditionally, mental health struggles are central to the story. 
Ene character experiences intense anxiety and panic attacks. Bn-
other is in recovery for substance use disorder. Reveral characters 
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are sexual assault or domestic violence survivors, and their expe-
riences inform their reactions and internal monologues. 

4our mental health matters. If you need to step away from this 
book or decide that it isn’t for you, that’s okay. Bnd if you keep 
reading, I hope you jnd something of value between these pages 
and that the discomfort you experience is worth the payoO. 

Bmber
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Macabre tales have entranced me since early childhood. I can’t tell 
you what prst qigued my interest in the unsettlin,k but I do Snow 
that I already adored sqooSy media by the time I saw Kteqhen 
-in,’s The Shiningk the madefTorfVx miniseries adaqtationk at 
a,e siW. Vhat plm solidiped my love oT horror and unlocSed a 
new sqecial interest. I incorqorated dialo,ue and other movie 
elements into my storiesk drew qosters deqictin, scenes Trom the 
plmk and watched it enou,h times that I used to Snow it almost 
wordfTorfword.

The Shiningk both the booS and the miniseries adaqtationk 
remain amon, my Tavorite qieces oT media. Dhether intentional 
or notk -in,’s deqiction oT Aanny’s qowers qarallels anWiety. Os 
the ,hosts ,row stron,er and become harder Tor Aanny to disf
missk Aanny’s visions Teel liSe anWiety sqiralin, out oT control. 2T 
coursek I couldn’t articulate that when I was siWk but as a deeqly 
anWious childk I thinS I related to Aanny on some level because 
oT the similarities between our eWqeriences. The Shining made me 
Teel seen.

Os an autistic womank I rarely pnd myselT in pction. Outistic 
qeoqle are underreqresented in all Torms oT mediak booSs includf
ed. Dhile the qrevalence oT autism is hard to qinqointk recent 
studies su,,est that about one in pTty qeoqle are autistick yet 
autistic TolSs certainly do not maSe uq %B oT all pctional charf
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acters. Moreoverk when autistic qeoqle aqqear in pctionk these 
deqictions oTten rely heavily on stereotyqes and do not match the 
lived eWqeriences oT many in the autistic community. Outism is 
a sqectrumk and there are so many ways to be autistick but our 
pctional reqresentation is severely limited.

Dhen I do pnd myselT in pctionk I oTten see myselT in characters 
who are not canonically autistic but share some oT my core traitsk 
esqecially my social awSwardness and anWiety. Grancis Aoyle Trom 
Mexican Gothic by Kilvia MorenofCarciak Milo Vhatch Trom At-
lantis: The Lost Empirek Aorran Morthone Trom Aarcy Noates’s 
ElacS Dinter seriesk and Outumn Trom Not Another Sarah Halls 
by Yaley zewlin are a Tew eWamqles. Fou’ll notice that all but 
one oT these characters are men. In pctionk much liSe in liTek TolSs 
sociali(ed as boys are allowed a measure oT awSwardness that those 
oT us sociali(ed as ,irls are not. Eut awSward ,irlsk womenk and 
nonbinary TolSs eWist too. I am one oT them. Ko I did what many 
writers in my shoes have done and wrote my own reqresentation.

I didn’t set out to write an autistic character )or multiqle autisf
tic characters“. I didn’t even have the sli,htest idea that I was 
autistic when I comqosed the prstk very rou,h draTt oT this novel 
more than a decade a,o. I wrote a character who I related tok our 
main qointfoTfview characterk Olicek and surqrisek surqrisek she’s 
autistic. Ki,ns oT her autism aqqeared even in the earliest draTtsk 
but once I received my Tormal dia,nosisk I was a little more conf
scious about hi,hli,htin, and acSnowled,in, her autistic traits in 
my revisions. 

Fou won’t see the word ”autism0 anywhere on the qa,e outside 
oT the Tront and bacS matter thou,h. Vhat’s because Olice doesn’t 
Snow she’s autistic. In %88Lk when I set the storyk qsycholo,ists 
Snew less about autism than they do today. Ot that timek autism 
was one oT Tour qervasive develoqmental disorders that are now 
encomqassed under the autism sqectrum umbrella. Olthou,h Olf

Wii



jIVVjR DYIVR Gj2DRHK

ice would certainly meet the dia,nostic criteria Tor one oT these 
Tourk I didn’t want to conTuse you with outdated medical terf
minolo,y. Eut more imqortantlyk durin, that time many autistic 
qeoqle with lower suqqort needs Tell under the radar. I didn’t 
receive my Tormal autism dia,nosis until %8%%k and qlenty oT TolSs 
remain undia,nosed thanSs to a lacS oT Snowled,e about autism 
and access to testin, resourcesk amon, other Tactors. I wanted to 
share the eWqerience oT what it’s liSe to ,o throu,h liTe undia,f
nosed to helq those oT you who have been there Teel seen and helq 
those oT you who haven’t to understand the challen,es oT bein, 
autistic without Snowin, that you are.

I hoqek prst and Toremostk dear readerk that you en4oy the storyk 
re,ardless oT your neurotyqe. Eut I also hoqe that some oT you are 
able to see yourselT re=ected in my charactersk whether throu,h 
Olicek Ondyk Hileyk or someone else. IT I can helq even one qerson 
Teel seenk I will have succeeded beyond measure.

Omber Yathaway
2ctober %>thk %8%%
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T he elevator jolted to a standstill, and Alice Drayton’s heart 
jerked with it. Her older brother, Andy, squeezed her 

shoulder. The corners of his mouth arced upward, veering into 
a semblance of a smile, but his eyes’ glossy sheen undermined his 
exort. Tears prickled the edges of her eyes, and she focused on the 
glowing red number si- on the elevator’s display screen.

The elevator dinged, and the doors lurched apart. Alice’s feet 
carried her through the e-it of their own accord. Her surroundW
ings retained an air of haziness, as though she moved through a 
dream world. The thud of her and Andy’s footsteps against the 
1oor’s white and gray tiles echoed in her head, supplanting the 
rushing thoughts which would otherwise have Mlled her mind.

A counter with a sliding glass window stood at the end of the 
lobby opposite the elevator. A woman in 1oral scrubs sat behind 
the counter, jotting notes onto a clipboard. Bide corridors e-W
tended from the right and left ends of the lobby.  

Alice smoothed a section of her waistWlength, mousy blond 
waves with her hands and strode alongside Andy down the left 
corridor. A thirtyWsomething man dressed in blue scrubs and a 
white medical coat with thick, brown curls like Andy’s moved in 
the opposite direction. He gave her a nod as he passed her.

The hallway shared the same tiling as the lobby. Booden 
doors cut into the deathly white walls, si- on either side. The air 
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hummed with the sounds of electronic devices, a combination of 
machinery and muOed voices playing from televisions.

The corridor veered right. Nluorescent bulbs illuminated the 
majority of its length, but the Mnal rectangular light M-ture 1ickW
ered on and ox. The hallway ended in a set of doubleWdoors, one 
with a red stop sign proclaiming LRedical ”ersonnel :67P.G 
Yefore the sign, on the right side, stood an open door. A room 
number was posted beside it in small, black numerals? IES.

Those three numbers broke through the dazed fog that had 
clouded Alice’s head since Andy received the phone call. Her gut 
became heavy, as though her lunch had morphed into concrete. 
Crammie lay beyond that door.

Andy tapped his knuckles on the door frame. His hands were 
the same alabaster shade as Alice’s, with 1uctuating pinkWred unW
dertones.

LBho is it2G a raspy voice called.
LPour favorite grandchild,G Andy said. LAnd me.G
LDon’t be silly. Pou’re both my favorite.G
Andy gestured toward the doorway, and Alice tiptoed into 

the tiny room. Ut smelled of antiseptic with a trace of CramW
mie’s 1oral perfume. 3unny yellow walls greeted Alice, their color 
more taunting than soothing. An array of 1owers in oversaturated 
shades of orange, red, and violet congregated atop a table against 
the wall facing her. Jards hung from the bulletin board above the 
table. :ne of them said in large, black cursive script, LBishing you 
a speedy recovery.G Her heart sank. There would be no recovery, 
speedy or otherwise.

Fllen Drayton’s bed stood opposite the bulletin board, 1anked 
by massive pieces of machinery. Alice’s eyes misted. The Mgure in 
the bed looked like Crammie, but she seemed too small, too fragW
ile, as though Fllen had been swapped out for a doll, vacantWeyed 
with limp, unmoving limbs.
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Unstead of her signature bun, Fllen’s silvery curls drooped over 
her shoulders. The rosy hues had faded from her porcelain comW
ple-ion. An intravenous line punctured the long, blue vein showW
ing through her wrinkled, sagging 1esh.

Fllen’s eyes lit up, and she held out her unencumbered arm. 
LThere’s my little girl. How are you, sweetie2G

Alice gave Fllen a hug. Fllen’s arm wrapped around Alice and 
hung there, e-erting little more force than a tinsel garland. Tears 
trickled down Alice’s cheeks.

LU’m okay, Crammie. How are you2G
LThe morphine’s great.G
Hints of a smile tugged at Alice’s lips. 3he wiped her eyes with 

the sleeve of the 5niversity of Raine sweatshirt she had nabbed 
from Andy and settled into the chair neighboring the bed. Andy’s 
Mngertips brushed her upper arm as he moved past her.

LAnd how’s my handsome grandson2 Pou look so much like 
your father when he was your age.G

LU’m all right,G Andy said.
He hugged Fllen and then stepped back beside Alice. His 

phone buzzed. He peeked at the screen and then turned to Alice.
LRom’s here. U’m gonna meet her at the elevator, okay2G 
Alice nodded. He ducked through the doorway. The trills and 

beeps of the room blared in Alice’s ears. Her mind scrabbled 
through the smattering of pleasantries it had accumulated over the 
years, rejecting each one. 6obody cared about the weather on a 
day like today.

LU can see the Hatcher in you,G Fllen said. 3he smiled, but her 
eyes glistened. L6ot as much as U see it in your brother, but it’s 
there. Those eyebrows, the shape of your face. Pou remind me a 
little of myself when U was a teenager.G

LDo U2G
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Fllen nodded. L:h, yes. Pes, you do.G Her smile melted. LU have 
a confession.G

LBhat is it, Crammie2G
Fllen closed her hand around her golden cross pendant. LU 

shouldn’t burden you with this, but U know U haven’t much 
longer, and U can’t go with a clean conscience unless U tell someone. 
”lease keep in mind that U was young and powerless. U couldn’t 
stop it.G

Fllen’s gaze shifted heavenward. 3he wore the e-pression of a 
grieving stone angel. The clock above the bed tick-tick-ticked as the 
seconds slipped by.

Alice squeezed Fllen’s free hand. LUt’s okay, Crammie. Pou can 
tell me.G

LU had three sisters,G Fllen said. LThey were murdered, slaughW
tered like pigs.G Her voice cracked, and tears slipped down the 
sides of her face. LThey wilted like 1owers. 7ittle white 1owers.G

Alice’s hand locked atop her grandmother’s. 3he felt like she 
had reached that instant during a nightmare when she realized she 
was dreaming. This time, however, she couldn’t will herself into 
an alternate storyline.

Crammie must be mistaken. :therwise, she had carried this 
horrible secret for more than si-ty years. Rucus stung the back of 
Alice’s throat as she snixed. How could Crammie have shouldered 
that burden alone for so long2

The clack of high heels against tile Mltered into the room. FlizW
abeth Drayton raced through the entry with Andy close behind. 
Alice pulled away from Fllen, and Flizabeth took Alice’s place.

LAre you all right, Rom2G Flizabeth said.
LAust Mne, dear,G Fllen said. 3he dried her eyes with the back of 

one hand. LRemories, that’s all.G
LCood ones, U hope.G
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LCood ones, and bad ones too. Ut’s scattershot. Yits and pieces 
of my life popping in to say hello.G

Bater streamed down Fllen’s cheeks. Flizabeth hugged her. 
LUt’s okay. Fverything’s going to be okay.G

Flizabeth’s purse hummed. 3he slid it ox her shoulder and 
fumbled for her phone. LRark’s stuck in traCc. He’ll be here in a 
few.G

Fllen tsked. LThat boy of mine is always causing me trouble.G
Alice chuckled, and Fllen cracked a smile. Fllen twisted the gold 

ring with a rounded emerald ox the ring Mnger on her right hand 
and held it out to Alice. LThis ring belonged to someone dear to 
my heart. U’ve been meaning to pass it on to you for years, but U 
couldn’t bring myself to part with it before now.G

LThanks, Crammie.G Alice slid the ring onto her inde- Mnger. 
Tears leaked down her cheeks. An arm fell into place around her 
shoulder, and she leaned against her brother’s side.

3he studied the little green stone. Age had dulled its luster, 
but it looked as beautiful to her then as it had when she was a 
child. The urge to tear it from her Mnger and shove it into CramW
mie’s hand seized her. Uf Crammie couldn’t pass on the ring, she 
couldn’t leave. Ut was a foolish notion, yet Alice’s Mngers twitched 
as though readying to oblige.

Fllen closed her eyes. LU’m sorry, loves,G she said. LThis morning 
has tuckered me out.G

Flizabeth patted her shoulder. LUt’s Mne, Rom. Cet some rest. 
Be’ll be here.G

Alice’s eyes 1ew open as a mechanical whine pierced her ears. Her 
muscles groaned as she straightened up in her chair at the foot 
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of the hospital bed. 3he and Andy had been camped there since 
Fllen drifted ox. Flizabeth remained at Fllen’s side, while Alice 
and Andy’s father, Rark Drayton, alternated between standing 
sentry and pacing the halls. 

The heart monitor attached to Fllen had 1atlined, the soft 
beeps reduced to a consistent, low howl. The sound Mlled Alice 
to her core, commingling with the wail mounting in her chest. 
The doctor in the blue scrubs, who had poked his head in that 
afternoon, had said Crammie could have anywhere from hours to 
days before her body shut down. How could she be gone already2

LFllen,G Flizabeth said. LFllen, open your eyes.G 3he shook 
Fllen’s shoulder, but Fllen didn’t respond.

Andy rose from his seat beside Alice’s. L3hould U get someone2G
The doctor appeared in the entryway. He strode over to the 

electrocardiogram and glanced at its monitor, then pulled out his 
stethoscope and pressed it to Fllen’s chest.

He looked at Flizabeth. LU’m sorry to tell you this, but she’s 
gone.G

L3hit,G Andy said under his breath.
Tears cascaded down his face. The 1ow of water from Alice’s 

eyes surged like the brook near their home after a rainstorm. 3he 
slid ox her seat and threw her arms around him, and he pulled her 
into his chest. The familiar scents of artiMcial evergreen deodorant 
mi-ed with sweat enveloped her as the soft cotton of his TWshirt 
nestled her cheek.

A layer of ice formed upon her heart. The doctor spoke, alW
though she heard only the cadence of his voice, not the words. The 
equipment made a racket. The world around her continued as 
though nothing had happened, but time had slowed, the seconds 
stretching out for eons.

The short, staggered gasps of Andy’s breathing synchronized 
with her sobs. His arms vibrated against her, shaking in time with 
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the heaves of his chest. 3he tightened her grasp on him. A year ago, 
she had cried with him in a room much like this one. That time 
she had sustained an ember of hope, but all she felt this time was 
the end.

I had three sisters. The words surfaced in her mind, but they 
disappeared beneath the thought that twisted her heart. 3he met 
Andy’s gaze and forced her voice out between sharp inhalations. 
LU forgot ... to say ... U love you.G

S



T he soft carpet mudeA li’cevs footfaiis as she paAAeA across 
the i’n’g. roomk The b’tcheg resteA ye,ogA the i’n’g. 

roomw agA a garroH egtragce coggecteA the tHok Eer mother 
reziieA the gapb’g hoiAer at the cegter of the b’tcheg tayie Hh’ie 
her father honereA geary,k Ee sga..eA a fr, from h’s piatew agA 
“i’Iayeth ra’seA ag e,eyroH at h’mk

”M Aogvt bgoH ’f He shouiA teii themw? xarb sa’A ’g a ioH no’cek
”Teii us HhatN? lgA, sa’Ak
Ee passeA li’ce agA crosseA the threshoiAk li’ce foiioHeA og 

h’s heeisk
”Mtvs goth’g. e-c’t’g.w? “i’Iayeth sa’Ak ”WoH s’t AoHgw yoth of 

,ouw yefore ,our A’gger .ets coiAk?
“i’Iayeth agA xarb settieA ’gto the’r cha’rsk li’cevs .ut t’.htS

egeA as she cioseA ’g og the tayiek Fh, act secret’ne ’f Hhat the, 
haA A’scusseA Has go y’. AeaiN

8he si’ppeA ’gto her seat yetHeeg “i’Iayeth agA lgA,k Eer 
stomach ciamoreA as the Lregch fr’esv sait,w cr’sp aroma HafteA 
from her piatek 8he .r’ggeA agA ciappeA her hagAsk

”8o Hhatvs th’s y’. secretN? lgA, sa’Ak
xarb cieareA h’s throatk ”M .ot a caii from a iaH,er ayout ,our 

.ramm’evs fathervs estatek?
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li’cevs hagA froIe haifHa, to her mouthw a fr, p’gcheA yetHeeg 
her zg.ersk ”Cramm’evs fatherN ls ’gw the oge she refuseA to taib 
ayoutN?

”M assume sok E’s game Has Yames Eatcherk?
li’cevs heart sb’ppeAk L’gaii,w a gamek lfter h’tt’g. cougtiess 

AeaA egAs ’g her researchw she haA thou.ht she m’.ht gener iearg 
h’s ’Aegt’t,k

lgA, poppeA a fr, ’gto h’s mouthk li’ce .r’tteA her teeth as 
h’s cheH’g. onerHheimeA her earsk EoH A’A he maga.e to crugch 
fr’esN

”YeeIw he mustvne yeeg i’be a hugAreA ,ears oiAw? lgA, sa’Ak
”Wo b’AA’g.w? xarb sa’Ak ”Ee passeA iast Heebk Ee ieft h’s 

farmhouse to ,our .ramm’ew yut s’gce shevs go iog.er H’th usw the 
house goH yeiog.s to ,our mother agA mek?

”Fhere ’s ’tN? li’ce sa’Ak
”8ome toHg up gorth caiieA “nagstogk?
“nagstogk That sougAeA fam’i’ark F’th a game agA a toHgw 

tracb’g. AoHg Yames Eatchervs marr’a.e i’cegse shouiA ye eas,w 
’f oge e-’steAk ”9ag M tabe m, A’gger to m, roomN?

”Wow? “i’Iayeth sa’Ak ”Those .egeaio., s’tes H’ii st’ii ye there 
after ,ou zg’sh ,our fooAk?

li’ce A’ppeA a fr, ’g her cup of ragch Aress’g. agA shoneA ’t 
’gto her mouthk The sait,w .reas, .ooAgess sp’iieA oner her taste 
yuAsw yut she yarei, cheHeA yefore she sHaiioHeAk EoH couiA 
xom force her to sta, put Hheg she haA Ha’teA ,ears for th’s 
’gformat’ogN

”8ioH  AoHgw?  “i’Iayeth  sa’Ak  Mrr’tat’og  eA.eA  her  no’cek 
”Bouvne maga.eA to surn’ne the zrst e’.hteeg ,ears of ,our i’fe 
H’thout bgoH’g. Hho ,our .reatS.ragAfather Hask Bou cag mabe 
’t agother teg m’gutesk?

l tH’g.e pr’cbeA li’cevs chestk 8he haA gener bgoHg yecause 
Cramm’e haA senereA t’es H’th her paregts oner ag ’gc’Aegt she 
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refuseA to speab ayoutk “neg ’f lgA, Has r’.htw agA Cramm’evs 
cia’m ayout murAereA s’sters Has the proAuct of meA’cat’ogS’gS
AuceA Aei’r’umw someth’g. aHfui haA happegeA to herk FouiA 
A’..’g. ’gto Cramm’evs past yetra, her memor,N

”8o ,ouvre .ogga seii ’tw r’.htN? lgA, sa’A throu.h a mouthfui 
of yur.erk

”Wahw ,our mother agA M Here th’gb’g. ayout mon’g. up 
therek?

”Bouvre got ser’ousw are ,ouN? li’ce sa’Ak Eer schoiarsh’p ogi, 
conereA tu’t’ogw got room agA yoarAw agA go Ha, HouiA she surS
n’ne ’g a go’s, Aormk

”Gf coursew hevs got ser’ousw? “i’Iayeth sa’Ak ”Mtvs Ha, out ’g 
the yoog’esk Besw Hevre .o’g. to seii ’tk?

”W’cew? lgA, sa’Ak ”lg, chagce ,ou couiA segA a feH yucbs m, 
Ha,N M A’A mabe jeagvs R’stk?

”Bou toob three ciassesw? xarb sa’Ak ”Retvs hope ,ou put aHa, 
the n’Aeo .ames iog. egou.h to puii ’g haifSAecegt .raAesk?

lgA,vs shouiAers siumpeAk li’ce reacheA yegeath the tayie agA 
sUueeIeA h’s hagAk Fh, A’A jaA hane to ye such a 1erbN Ee shouiA 
ye thagbfui he st’ii haA a sogw iet aioge oge Hho eargeA .ooA 
.raAesk

”xarbw that Has ugcaiieA forw? “i’Iayeth sa’Ak
”0gcaiieA for m, assk These b’As kkk? 
“i’Iayeth shot xarb a ioob agA theg turgeA to her sogk ”lgA,w 

M bgoH ,ou HorbeA harAw yut ,our father agA M aregvt maAe of 
moge,k?

lgA, stareA at h’s piatek ”M bgoHk?
”jo ,ouN? xarb sa’Ak ”Bou bgoH Hhat M A’A Hheg M Has ,our 

a.e agA M HagteA moge,N M eargeA ’t at m, 1oyk M A’Agvt .o cr,’g. 
to m, paregtsk?

”Wow yut ,ou mooch oK ,our H’fek? 
xarbvs 1aH t’.htegeAk ”Ms that Hhat ,ou th’gbN? 
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lgA, crosseA h’s arms agA iocbeA e,es H’th xarbk ”M saH the 
LlL8lk >’gA of fugg, hoH ,ou act i’be ,ouvre the b’g. of the 
castie Hheg xom mabes i’be tHegt, .ragA more thag ,ouk?

l ne’g yui.eA at xarbvs tempiek li’ce shragb yacb ’g her seatk 
Fh, A’A lgA, hane to sa, someth’g. he bgeH HouiA set jaA oKN

”lgA,w ’t HouiA ye yest ’f ,ou Hegt upsta’rsk WoHw? “i’Iayeth 
sa’Ak ”li’cew ,ou cag .o took?

li’ce .rayyeA her piate agA scampereA out of the b’tchegk 
lgA, shudeA after herk ”jaAvs such ag asshoiew? he sa’A ugAer h’s 
yreathk

”Mvm sorr,w? she sa’Ak
”Mtvs got ,our fauitk?
lgA, staibeA toHarA the sta’rcasek  li’ce .iagceA ’gto the 

b’tchegk xarb ieageA h’s eiyoH a.a’gst the tayie agA .r’ppeA h’s 
heaA ’g h’s hagAk “i’Iayeth toucheA h’s shouiAerw yut he shru..eA 
her oKk E’s ra’seA no’ce pia,eA throu.h li’cevs heaAw rec’t’g. h’s 
sp’ei ayout hoH spo’ieA she agA lgA, Herek EoHenerw th’s t’me 
he spobe at a noiume yarei, ayone a Hh’sperk ”M .’ne upk?
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A ndy rubbed sleepy dust from his eyes as he sauntered down 
the stairs. The aromas of coFee and vrench ganilla creamer 

wafted throuEh the liginE room. zli“abeth sat on the burEundy 
chenille logeseat readinE the newspaper as she sipped from her 
UMnigersity of Saine Lchool of ”aw, muE. The headlineW ULatan 
kal:s AmonEst Msx An zéposR on CeliEious ’ults in AmericaW, 
embla“oned the newspaperIs front paEe.

UG wasnIt eépectinE to see you before noonW, zli“abeth said.
UNood morninE to you tooW, Andy said. U?o Alice-,
zli“abeth shoo: her head. ULheIs in her room sul:inE because 

your dad and G had the audacity to suEEest she Eet out and do 
somethinE with her summer. GtIs not healthy beinE cooped up in 
the house all the time.,

?ot this aEain. ULheIs 1neW but if itIll ma:e you happyW GIll ta:e 
her shoppinE or somethinE.,

ULhe should be EettinE out on her ownW learninE to drige so she 
doesnIt hage to rely on you all the time., 

Andy scratched beneath his T2shirtIs collar. UG donIt :now what 
you eépect me to do about that. GIm not old enouEh to teach her.,

zli“abeth waged her hand. U?egermind. khy donIt you Erab 
your brea:fast and brinE it out here so G can tal: to you about 
somethinE-,
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Andy shuBed into the :itchen. ?o doubt Som would chew 
him out for his remar: about 3adIs salary. Gt had been a low blowW 
but so was 3adIs Yuip about gideo Eames. Sa:inE 3eanIs ”ist on 
a part2time courseload miEht seem trigial compared to AliceIs ac2
complishmentsW but it was a biE deal for Andy. ”i:e his counselorW 
DalW saidW Erades and Eraduation year didnIt matter in the scheme 
of thinEs. LtayinE healthy enouEh to reach the 1nish line did. 
Andy was twenty credits closer to Eraduation than he had been 
when school startedW with decent Erades to bootW than:s to his 
A3D3 meds and the time manaEement strateEies Dal had tauEht 
him. jut no matter how much Andy had his shit toEetherW he 
would neger be an all2star superachieger li:e Alice. khy couldnIt 
3ad accept that-

AndyIs shoulders slumped as his hand closed around the pill 
cup his mother had laid out for him. Two pillsW an oranEe heéaE2
onal tablet and a white capsuleW rested at the bottom of the con2
tainer. A lump lodEed in his throat. 3ad had egery riEht to resent 
AndyW althouEh not because of school. Andy had fuc:ed up biE 
timeW and nothinE he did would eger ma:e up for the pain he had 
caused his family.

De closed his eyes and drew in a slowW deep breath. The heagi2
ness encumberinE his chest diminished as he concentrated on the 
solidity of the linoleum beneath his feet. De recited one of DalIs 
mantras in his headx I cannot change the past, but I can control 
the choices I make in the present. Dis AdamIs apple dipped. khat 
about the future- Dow could he Euarantee he would neger hurt 
his loged ones li:e that aEain-

De too: his pillsW 1éed his coFeeW snaEEed a piece of leftoger ca:e 
from the refriEeratorW and then san: onto the couch. Dis appetite 
had ganishedW but he duE into the slice. The arti1cial oranEe taste 
of his Luboéone tablet linEered on his tonEueW sourinE the ganilla 
icinEIs Pagor.
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zli“abeth frowned. U’a:e is not a brea:fast food.,
UGt has eEEs and stuF., De shogeled another for:ful into his 

mouth. ULo whatIs up-,
U)ou :now that house that your father inherited- De and G need 

you to 1é it up. ’lean it outW Eige it a fresh coat of paintW that sort 
of thinE.,

Andy nearly spat out his ca:e. UDahaW thatIs a Eood one. )ou 
had me for a second.,

UGIm serious.,
De slid his class rinE oger the lowest 4oint on his indeé 1nEer 

and bac: down aEain. The online —ython class he had reEistered 
for started Sonday and ran for sié wee:s. De had intended to wait 
to tell Som and 3ad until he 1nished the course and only if he 
earned a j or betterW but this threw a wrench into his plans. De 
couldnIt stream lectures usinE Ereat2ErandpaIs dial2up 5if the Euy 
had internet at allK. U3o G hage a choice-,

U?ot if you want your tuition cogered for neét year. jut GIm 
sure you can tal: Alice into EoinE with youW Eet in some Yuality 
siblinE time.,

ULweepinE up dead buEsW the ultimate bondinE actigity.,
zli“abethIs tone softened. U”oo:W AndyW G understand this isnIt 

what you want for your summer. DowegerW G thin: this is whatIs 
in your best interest and the best interest of our family.,

Andy stared at his plate. Alice had heard 3ad say he Eage up. 
Andy already had ruined so much. De couldnIt ris: destroyinE the 
family.

UGIll Eo Tuesday after my appointmentW, he said.
ULpea:inE of your appointmentW see if 3r. Anderson will write 

you a prescription for a two2wee: supply of Luboéone. )ou 
wouldnIt want to hage to come home in the middle of cleaninE 
to Eet your prescription re1lled.,
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UTwo wee:s- ThatIs a lonE time., ?o way would Andy pass the 
—ython course if he missed a third of the lectures. De would hage 
to drop the class. At least that solged the payment issue. 

UG doubt itIll ta:e you that lonEW especially since G imaEine youIll 
hage AliceIs helpW but better safe than sorryW riEht-,

UGIll seeW but 3r. AndersonIs pretty strict., The way she metered 
out those pills8eéactly a wee:Is supplyW no moreW haginE to see 
her egery wee:W piss in a cupW Eo throuEh the whole riEamarole 4ust 
to Eet the damn pills8he felt li:e a criminal. vourteen months of 
sobrietyW and she still did not trust him one iota.

UkellW if notW it wonIt be the end of the world.,
That was easy for Som to say. jut Andy would manaEe. De 

would 1nd a codinE class that ran later in the summerW spend a 
couple of wee:s in the middle of nowhere cleaninE up that damn 
houseW drige howeger many hours to collect his meds. khateger it 
too: to appease 3ad and :eep the family toEether.

zli“abeth chewed the inside of her chee:. UGf Alice wonIt Eo 
with youW will you be able to handle your medication on your 
own-,

U)eahW GIll be 1ne.,
zli“abeth noddedW but her eépression remained riEid. De shoo: 

his head. UNlad to see GIge Eot your gote of con1dence.,
Lhe siEhed. UAndyW GIm your mother. qf courseW GIm EoinE to 

worry about you.,
UkellW donIt. Alice will be there. LheIll handle the meds.,
Andy chuc:ed the remainder of his ca:e in the trash and headed 

upstairs. De shoged a hand throuEh his curls and rubbed his scalp. 
De couldnIt blame Som entirelyW not after what she had been 
throuEh with Mncle ’harlie. —lusW both of AndyIs medications 
could become addictige. jut shouldnIt the past fourteen months 
count for somethinE-
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AliceIs room was the 1rst on the riEht side of the hallway. De 
peered throuEh her open door. Der un:empt bed stood across 
from the entrance. JittyW a calico plush Nrammie had Eigen her 
when she was littleW stared up from its spot beside her pillow. 
”anEston DuEhesIs poem UDold vast to 3reams, was stenciled 
aboge her bed in rainbow letters.

Lhe sat at the cluttered des: tuc:ed away in one corner of the 
room beside an ogerPowinE boo:shelf. Der body roc:ed bac: 
and forth sliEhtly in her seat as she stared at her laptop screen. 
Lhe wore her siEnature summer styleW a blac: camisole and short 
denim cutoFs.

De tapped three times on her door frame.
U’ome in.,
De stepped oger the mound of clothes spillinE into her door2

way. The plush emerald carpet cushioned his soles as he crossed 
the Poor. A scattered collection of media hunE aboge her des:. 
Sost had a spoo:y bentW li:e the clippinE of a short horror story 
she had published in their hiEh schoolIs creatige writinE maEa“ine 
and the moonlit cemetery scene he had painted for her. jut she 
had also included a print2out of the lyrics to zganescenceIs UGmaE2
inaryW, a silhouette of a cat 1lled in with a Yuote about beinE :ind 
to animalsW a passaEe from ThoreauIs Civil DisobedienceW and a 
postcard imaEe of Alice in konderland tumblinE down the rabbit 
hole. Der Eraduation tassel had 4oined the assemblaEeW the Eold I7G 
ElintinE aEainst the crimson and white strands.

UG donIt Eet itW, she said.
ULtill hunE up on the census record-,
UShmm.,
De crouched beside her. The laptopIs display featured the same 

census record she had shown him last niEhtW from zganstonW 
Saine. The surname had faded almost to a point of illeEibilityW 
but Alice insisted it said UDatcher., The household consisted of 
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three membersx IamesW his wife CebeccaW and a dauEhterW ”ouise. 
khichW ErantedW was weirdW since ”ouise was AliceIs middle nameW 
at NrammieIs insistence.

UIames Datcher is NrammieIs fatherW, Alice said. UDe has to be. 
Lo why isnIt Nrammie in his household-,

UG may hage a solution to your EenealoEy woes. Som and 3ad 
decided to send me to clean out the house 3ad inherited. Gf you 
come withW GIll ta:e you to the town hall and any cemeteries you 
wanna chec: out.,

AliceIs face scrunched. Ukhy are they ma:inE you do it-,
Ujecause G donIt hage a full ride to colleEeW G Euess. Som said 

they wonIt pay my semester bill unless G Eo.,
UThatIs not fair. khat about your —ython class-,
UGIm sure G can 1nd one that runs later in the summer.,
U)ou should tell Som. Lhe would want you to put school 1rst.,
UAnd Eige 3ad more ammo when G fail- G donIt thin: so.,
jesidesW egen if Som chanEed her mindW 3ad wouldnItW which 

would only deepen the rift between them. jut Alice didnIt need 
to :now that. Lhe had enouEh worries without addinE the state of 
Som and 3adIs marriaEe to the mié. 

U)ou wonIt fail. )ouIre much smarter than you Eige yourself 
credit for.,

UG told Som GId Eo. )ou can come with me or not. GtIs up to 
you.,

Alice bit the inside of her lip. Der eyes miErated to her emerald 
rinE. UCemember when G as:ed Nrammie where she Erew up for 
the family tree G was wor:inE on- Lhe wouldnIt tell me the townIs 
nameW but she said it was a wretched place that soured the souls of 
Eood men. khat if8whateger happened then8what if itIs still 
EoinE on-,

khy did Nrammie hage to tell Alice that weird thinE about 
murdered sisters- Lhe must hage left her hometown because she 
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eéperienced some form of abuseW li:e 3ad said. khich was ter2
ribleW but a far cry from whateger horror2fueled conspiracy Alice 
was engisioninE.

UJiddoW that was siéty years aEo. jut if itIs Eonna frea: you out 
too muchW you donIt hage to come.,

U?oW GIm not EoinE to leage you to do this alone. Gt wouldnIt be 
fair. —lusW youIre riEht about the EenealoEy opportunities. Gf her 
family liged in zganston for segeral EenerationsW we miEht 1nd a 
wealth of information., Alice riPed throuEh the 4umble of papers 
and noteboo:s on her des:. U”et me ma:e sure my EenealoEical 
researcher G3 is still galid. G miEht need that to access more recent 
gital records.,

Andy smiled. Dow anyone could en4oy PippinE throuEh old 
records was beyond him. ULince youIre not EettinE anywhere with 
this EenealoEy stuFW why donIt we head oger to the library so you 
can pic: up some boo:s for the trip-,

USom told you about our 1Eht-, De nodded. U”et me 1nd my 
G3 real Yuic: before G forEetW and then weIll Eo.,

UAll riEht. GIll be in my room.,
De headed down the hall. A :not had formed in his stomach. 

De couldnIt let AliceIs anéiety Eet to him. khoeger hurt Nrammie 
was probably dead by nowW and egen if they werenItW they would 
hage no reason to tarEet Andy or Alice. LtillW the :not persisted.
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A lice took a swig from her jumbo-sized cup. She grimaced 
as the warm diet cola spilled over her tongue. So much for 

the “specially engineered insulating material” keeping her drink 
cold. She set her soda in the cup holder and leaned toward the 
window. A long, wavy strand of hair pinched between the door 
and its frame ’uttered about in the opening, the latest in a long 
line of victims of her inattention. Air as hot as the truckIs cabin 
circulated through the window.

“T canIt believe the air conditioning broke like that,” she said.
“T can,” Andy said. “qhis truckIs a piece of shit.”
She sMueezed her xngers into the pocket of her denim shorts 

and pulled out her ’ip phone. qhe top right corner of the screen 
displayed four empty bars. “TIm glad T sent Wom a te?t at the 
convenience store. qhe reception here is terrible.”

“YhatId you e?pect1 YeIre in the middle of nowhere.”
A break in the otherwise seamless line of trees appeared on 

either side of the road. She glanced at the copy of The Maine Atlas 
and Gazetteer resting in her lap and pointed to the left. “qurn that 
way up ahead.”

“T canIt see where youIre pointing when TIm driving. Wy side or 
your side1”

“9our side.”
“9ou sure thatIs the turn1”
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“2o. T havenIt seen a street sign in miles.”
Le turned onto the dirt path. Sporadic tufts of plant life poked 

up through the roadIs rock-strewn surface. qhe truck tossed 
her helter-skelter as it rattled over potholes and bumps, and she 
latched onto the door.

qhe width of the path tapered. qree branches spilled into the 
roadway, and one scraped the vehicle. Andy slowed the truck to a 
crawl.

“qhis canIt be the right turn,” he said. “Wy truck isnIt very big, 
and itIs getting hit. qhis road canIt be used all that much.”

Ler lips pinched together as she studied the map. “0etIs keep 
going a little farther. T donIt think weIve reached where the townIs 
supposed to be yet.”

Le shook his head but inched the truck down the road. She 
gazed through the window at the endless evergreen forest. Lad 
they taken a wrong turn1 

qhe cabIs walls shrank around her as the temperature climbed. 
She reached underneath her seat and grabbed the bo? of cassettes. 
Wost of the tapes were AndyIs hard rock, but she had a few in 
there as well. 

“2ot feeling so hot1” he said. She shook her head. “Sorry.”
She popped Millennium by the Rackstreet Roys into the player, 

fast-forwarded to the second song, and leaned back in her seat. 
qhe introductory notes of “T Yant Tt qhat Yay” wafted from the 
speakers. She closed her eyes and breathed in, timing her air intake 
with the rhythm. AndyIs soft baritone blended with Rrian 0it-
trellIs voice. A smile tugged at the corners of her lips. 2othing said 
“T love you” like Andy singing along with a band he had mocked 
incessantly growing up. qhe chorus arrived, and she abandoned 
her breathing e?ercises and joined in.
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qhe stench of manure inxltrated the truckIs cabin. Ler nose 
wrinkled. “Glease tell me we wonIt have to live near this for two 
weeks. T donIt think T can take it.”

“9eah, same.”
A xeld emerged on the side of the road to her right, and be-

fore it, near the roadway, stood a bo?y cabin. qhe peeling russet 
paint revealed glimpses of the houseIs graying wooden skeleton. 
A barn towered beside it, the structure a patchwork of scarlet and 
sun-bleached boards.

Refore the building, a vertical, white-and-black town line sign 
clustered amongst the trees. qhe paint had chipped in places, but 
the letters remained mostly intact. She sMuinted at the te?t. “T 
think that says VHvanston.I”

Le grinned. “Yould you look at that1 Waybe you arenIt such a 
bad navigator after all.”

As the truck crept toward the house, an earthy fetor over-
whelmed the air. Alice rolled up her window, and Andy closed his, 
but their actions did little to Muell the no?ious odor. A white cow 
with black spots lay in the street, swishing her tail. Ler massive 
body brought the road to a dead end.

qhe truck lurched to a halt. “Yhat the fuck1” Andy said. “Low 
are we supposed to get through1”

Le pressed the horn. Alice winced and clapped her hands over 
her ears. So much for fair warning. qhe cow glared at the truck, 
but she didnIt budge.

Le sighed. “qhis is fucking ridiculous. Ye canIt wait here all 
day.”

Alice sMueezed his hand. Le leaned back in his seat and stared 
at the roof. “qhis trip sucks.”

“Whmm.”
Crimy, oD-white curtains covering one of the small houseIs 

windows ’uttered, and a little face pressed against the window-
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pane. qhe front door banged open. qwo dark-haired teenagers in 
long-sleeved garments hurried outside. qhey looked like they had 
stepped from the pages of a Jictorian novel.

qhe girl wore a cinnamon-colored, high-collared, ’oor-length 
dress that overwhelmed her petite frame. An array of patches in 
various colors traipsed across the heavy fabric. A wooden cross 
hung from a cord around her neck. Ler hair was pulled atop 
her head in a bun, but several long tendrils cascaded past her 
shoulders.

qhe boyIs thick curls mirrored AndyIs, but he was broad-
er-shouldered and more muscular than AndyIs willowy build. Le 
wore a yellowing button-down shirt with patches at the elbows 
and brown trousers. Lis skin was the color of red clay, much 
darker than the girlIs light tan comple?ion.

qhe boy strode toward the cow. “3Imere, Certie.” 
Andy slid out of the cabin. Alice waited until he had reached 

the passenger side, then stepped out ne?t to him. qhe boy kept 
his head down as he walked, but the girl stared at the 4raytons. 
Ler xngers xdgeted with the cross, which carried an engraving of 
a rose with a winding stem. 

Alice twirled CrammieIs ring and leaned closer to Andy. She 
stared at her feet. Yhy was interacting with people so di?cult1 
Sometimes it felt like everyone else had acMuired a manual telling 
them what to say and when, and no one had bothered to share a 
copy with her.

“9ou folks lost1” the girl said.
“2ot lost, e?actly, but we could use better directions,” Andy 

said. “YeIre looking for @ames LatcherIs house. ‘ur dad inherited 
it.”

“‘h, Wr. LatcherIs place is right around the bend.” qhe girl 
pointed toward the road. “As soon as you come around the corner, 
itIll be on your left.”
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“qhanks.”
qhe cowIs bell clanged as the boy tugged on her collar. “3Imon, 

Certie, get a move on, or TIll tell Wa ta make you into dinner.”
qhe girl giggled. qhe boy swiveled his head and scowled at her. 

“9ou wanna try movinI Ier1”
qhe girl turned back to Alice and Andy. “Are you two going to 

be living in Wr. LatcherIs house1”
“2o, our parents want us to clean it up so they can sell it,” Andy 

said.
“‘h, okay. TIm @osie 0ewis, by the way.” She pointed toward the 

boy. “LeIs my twin, @eremiah.”
“2ice to meet you. TIm Andy 4rayton, and this is my little sis, 

Alice.”
qhe cow rose to her feet. “Cood girl,” @eremiah said. Le looked 

at Andy. “Low old are you1”
“2ineteen.”
@eremiahIs piercing brown eyes shifted to Alice, although they 

didnIt Muite meet her gaze. “And youIre the little sis.” She nod-
ded. Le frowned, and his bushy eyebrows pinched toward one 
another. Lis focus pivoted to Andy. “Low long you plan on beinI 
here1”

“2ot long. A few days.”
“Cood. 9ou folksIll be all right.”
@eremiah adjusted his grasp on the cowIs collar and led her 

across the lawn. Alice glanced at Andy, and he shrugged.
“Sorry about him,” @osie said in a low voice. “Le donIt, er, he 

doesnIt know how to talk to people.”
“TtIs okay,” Andy said.
“Yell, T best get back to my chores. 9ou folks take care.”
“9ou too.”
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Alice climbed into the truck. Ler stomach tightened as her eyes 
followed @eremiah across the xeld. AndyIs estimate of a few days 
was optimistic at best. 

Andy turned the key in the ignition. “TtIs Cotta be 9ou” rushed 
from the speakers. Le bobbed his head to the music. “All right, 
kiddo, letIs get this road on the show.” 

She fastened her seatbelt, and the truck crept forward. Andy 
didnIt seem concerned by @eremiahIs weird remark, which meant 
her an?iety had probably blown it out of proportion. Tf only she 
could be normal and not freak out over every little thing.
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T he truck inched along a quarter of a mile before the next 
house came into view, a pale yellow, two-story Victorian 

with red trim. The brightness exuded pretense, like a brush of vi-
brant lipstick on a corpse’s mouth applied to mask death’s blood-
less veneer. Rosebushes Panked the wraparound porch, blossoms 
drooping toward the ground as the Arst Push of decay stained their 
pale petals.

Gast the end of the manicured lawn, the road curved. Jlice’s 
heart skipped. Jnother moment, and she would reach the house 
zrammie had grown up in. 

Three single-story homes appeared, two on the left and one on 
the right. J cluster of non-residential buildings extended beyond 
the houses, although distance obscured the lettering on the corre-
sponding signs. Two middle-aged women in dresses cut similarly 
to 2osie’s stood by the closest shop, their mouths agape. 

Jlice’s  skin  prickled,  and  she  focused  on  her  temporary 
dwelling. The house was bone white with shingles and trim the 
color of moonlit shadows. J tree loomed over one side of the 
house, its barren branches splayed like do5ens of arms fro5en in 
an endless reach. J weathered crimson barn stood apart from the 
house, the sagging window frames two drooping, soulless eyes. 
Jn overgrowth of weeds had commandeered the Aeld behind the 
residence and encroached upon the tidy lawn. 
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Jndy slowed the truck to a stop. S“elcome to paradise.j
Ye exited the cab. Ihe stole a Anal glance through the win-

dow and then —oined him at the edge of the lawn. Yer Angers 
combed a section of her hair as she stared up at the structure, and 
a shiver traced her spine. This was where it had happened. Jbuse, 
murder, whatever transpired all those years ago. Ut was a statistical 
realityDabuse most often occurred inside the homeDbut there 
was something deeper too, as though the trauma lingered still, its 
malignancy poisoning the air.

J narrow dirt walkway snaked across the lawn to the pallid 
front porch. Jndy started down the path, and she followed close 
on his heels. Yer stomach wavered as excitement melded with 
anxiety. Ontil last week, she had written o6 zrammie’s family 
history as a mystery she would never solve. Ihe couldn’t let some 
nebulous notion that a bad thing had happened once upon a time 
psych her out when the answers she had spent years searching for 
now hovered within her reach. 

Hesides, Jndy shouldn’t have to tackle the house alone. Eom 
and Lad were essentially punishing him for his JLYL, since he 
hadn’t had the tools or accommodations to excel academically 
until recently. Yer chest constricted as her eyes gravitated to his 
left shoulder. Glus she had agreed to handle his meds. “hile he 
probably could manage them on his own, from what she had read, 
social isolation contributed signiAcantly to relapse rates. Ipending 
a week in a weird town in the middle of nowhere was a small 
price to pay if her support made it easier for Jndy to continue his 
recovery —ourney.

SYold it right there.j
Jlice’s heart hurtled into her throat. Ihe whirled around. The 

two women she had glimpsed near the store toed the lawn’s 
perimeter. Fne hunched her shoulders, trying to take up as lit-
tle space as possible. Ihe hung back by Jndy’s truck, but her 
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companion, a stout woman in a silken, steel-colored dress, strode 
toward the siblings. The woman’s graying black hair was pinned 
atop her head in a bun so tight it lifted her forehead, and a gilded 
cross pendant swung about her bosom. 

S“hat do you kids think you’re doingCj The woman pointed a 
pasty Anger at Jndy, her Angertip hovering inches from his chest. 
Jt this close proximity, the details of her necklace resolved. The 
charm resembled a cruciAx, except a tethered rose replaced 2esus.

J do5en Agures in Poor-length dresses or white button-downs 
and slacks had emerged from the nearby buildings. They edged 
toward the farmhouse. Three huddled together in the roadway 
alongside the di8dent woman, whispering amongst themselves as 
they stared the Lraytons down with narrowed eyes. The hiss of 
their voices raked at Jlice’s eardrums. 

Ihe shifted closer to Jndy. The press of his hand as it enfolded 
hers eased her lungs, allowing her breaths to deepen, to slow.

SU’m Jndy Lrayton, and this is my sister, Jlice. Fur dad in-
herited 2ames Yatcher’s house. The girl down the roadD2osie, U 
thinkDtold us it was right around the bend.j

The woman’s face softened. SFf course. “here are my man-
nersC U’m Eelinda “hite. Ey husband, zabe, and U live right 
down the road. The yellow house.j Ihe gestured toward the bend 
in the dirt road.

SOh, it’s nice to meet you,j Jndy said.
S7ikewise, dear.j
Ers. “hite smiled, but her too-wide grin didn’t reach her eyes. 

Ihe might wear the guise of a grandmother, but she o6ered none 
of the warmth Jlice had cherished in her own.

J woman with two young children drifted to the front of the 
small group assembled before the lawn. The kids gawked at the 
Lraytons as though they were curios in a Ripley’s Believe It or Not 
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exhibit. The little girl started to speak, but the woman shushed 
her. 

J teenage boy stood apart from the other onlookers, Adgeting 
with an ob—ect in his pocket. Ye was about average height and 
slim, with dusty blond hair that hung in his eyes and gra5ed his 
collar. Js tidy as the rest of his appearance was, the long hair 
should have clashed, but it worked for him. Ye smiled at Jlice. 
Jlthough he held her ga5e for only a second before he looked away, 
the gesture buoyed her heart. Jt least she had found one friendly 
face amongst the mob of people.

Ers. “hite’s voice drew Jlice’s attention away from the boy. 
SJre you kids moving in hereCj

S:o, our parents sent us to clean up the place so they can sell 
it,j Jndy said.

The corners of Ers. “hite’s mouth lost their exaggerated peaks 
as her face relaxed. S“hat a shame. Fh, but there are plenty of 
families who could use this house. The 7ewises, for one. ”ou say 
you met 2osie on your way inC Iurely you must have noticed the 
unsightly shack she lives in.j

Jndy toyed with his class ring. SThe sale’s not something we 
have any control over, but U’ll let our parents know there are people 
here who’d be interested.j

S“ould youC “e would be grateful. Iay, what are you kids 
doing for dinnerCj

S“e haven’t thought that far ahead.j
S3ome on down to my house at six o’clock, and U’ll Ax you 

something to eat. Yow does that soundCj
Jlice’s muscles recoiled. The chewing, the small talk, being 

interrogated over her dietary choicesDthe whole ordeal would 
be a nightmare. Ihe tugged on Jndy’s hand, but he remained 
focused on Ers. “hite.

SIounds great,j he said.
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SFkay, we’ll see you this evening then.j Ers. “hite’s ga5e swept 
across Jlice’s Agure. SJ word of advice, dear. Ut would behoove 
you to cover up. Os ladies must maintain our modesty, so we don’t 
tempt men to sin.j

J man in the crowd snickered. Yeat Pared in Jlice’s veins as her 
ga5e fell to her feet. Yad she the shelter of her computer’s screen, 
she would have challenged Ers. “hite’s perspective with careful, 
deliberate sentences. Yowever, in person, the words she scrambled 
for evaded her. Yer vocal cords, Anicky at best around hordes of 
strangers, had gone o1ine entirely. Yow could her body betray 
her, rendering her silent when every Aber of her ached to speakC 
Yer eyes rushed to Jndy, but he refused to look in her direction.

Szood luck settling in,j Ers. “hite said.
SThanks,j Jndy said.
Ers. “hite waved goodbye and re—oined her companion. Ihe 

spoke in a low voice as she guided the timid woman toward the 
shops. The remaining Agures dispersed, stealing Anal glances at 
the siblings before they wandered after Ers. “hite.

The boy hung back. Yis Jdam’s apple bobbed as he looked at 
Jlice. The intensity of his ga5e prickled her skin, but she kept her 
eyes trained on his. Yis lips parted as though he was preparing to 
speak, but he closed his mouth and forced a smile. Ye held up a 
hand, and she mirrored the gesture. Then he —ogged toward the 
shops. The urge to chase after him and ask what he meant to say 
tugged at her, but her feet remained rooted to the walkway.

SThat was wild,j Jndy said. S“ith the way they stared, you’d 
think we were from another planet.j

SUt was creepy.j Jll those eyes drilling into her, the bra5en 
glares. Uf the townspeople wanted her to feel unwelcome, they had 
succeeded.

S”eah, it kind of was.j Ye placed a hand on her shoulder. SIorry 
for not standing up for you. U didn’t know what to say.j
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Ihe hugged her arms. Ninding the words in the moment was no 
easy feat, but it would have been nice if he had said something, 
anything, no matter how imperfect.

SJs for dinner, U wasn’t gonna turn down a meal Ers. “hite 
was nice enough to o6er us, especially since, like, half the town 
was standing there. Ut’s not like U wanna go either, but sometimes 
we’ve gotta deal.j

S”ou could have at least told her U’m a vegetarian.j
SIhit. Ut slipped my mind.j Ye ran a hand through his hair. 

SEaybe we can head into town, see if we can And her. U’ll o6er to 
bring some mac and cheese.j

Jlice shook her head. ziven how suspicious and —udgmental 
the townsfolk had acted thus far, avoiding them seemed like the 
best course of action. S:o, it’s Ane. U imagine there will be pota-
toes or something.j

SU really am sorry. U wish U’d remembered. ”ou can speak up too 
though.j

Jndy’s words sliced at the scar tissue encompassing her heart. 
S”ou know it’s not that simple.j

To be fair, she hadn’t thought to use her voice. Ihe had be-
come so accustomed to Jndy taking the lead with strangers that 
sometimes she forgot she theoretically had the ability to speak. 
Hut given the way the slut-shaming incident played out, her voice 
probably would have abandoned her anyway.

SU know, but sometimes it feels like you’re not trying.j
Ihe clutched her left wrist with her right hand. SU am trying.j
SFkay. ”ou ready to go insideC U’m sweating balls out here.j
Ye ascended the stairs, and she followed. The unease returned, 

shoving away the mix of emotions that Jndy’s accusation had 
unearthed.

Ut was —ust a house. “ood and metal. Those bad vibes were her 
imagination doing what it did best4 reconAguring the mundane 
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into the menacing. Uf every place that had seen trauma carried a 
memory of its past, the entire world would be uninhabitable.

Ye turned the knob, and the door clicked. J living room stood 
on the other side of the threshold. The semi-darkness of midday 
shadows cloistered the area, dulling the colors of the furnishings.

Jndy strode through the entrance while Jlice carried herself on 
the tips of her toes. Yer Pip-Pops settled against the dirt-streaked, 
blanched woven rug that covered the portion of the wood Poor 
nearest to the door. J musty odor hung in the air, the stench of 
an attic that no one had entered in years.

Jndy dropped onto the end cushion of the plum-colored 
couch opposite the door. J splotchy noir stain marked one of the 
couch’s arms. Iwatches of the dark lacquer covering the feet had 
eroded, exposing the ashen innards.

Yer residual unease faded. The house itself may not have 
changed much over the decades, but the furniture had. “hile 
certainly not new, the couch didn’t look sixty-Ave years old. The 
unAnished end table beside it, which carried a Hible with a worn 
leather cover, still emitted a piney fragrance. Jt least she wouldn’t 
be stuck wondering whether this or that ob—ect had been part of 
whatever happened to zrammie all those years ago.

J wooden cross hung on the wall behind the couch. 7ike 2osie’s 
necklace charm, the outline of a rose had been carved into the 
wood. Jlice ran her Angers over the engraving. 

S”ou think these people are Jmish or somethingCj Jndy said.
SFr something. U don’t think the Jmish have these crosses.j 

Jlthough the entirety of her knowledge of the Jmish came from a 
couple of horror stories and the X-Files episode Szender Hender.j 

SEaybe that’s why Ers. “hite invited us to dinner, so she can 
try to convert us,j Jndy said.

SU hope not.j
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Jndy smirked. S“hat, you don’t want to spend your days bun-
dled in one of those hideous dresses, popping out kids or whatever 
women are supposed to do hereCj

SU’ll stick with going to school and writing novels, thank you 
very much.j 

Fr at least trying to write a novel. Itaying focused on a single 
pro—ect seemed impossible when myriad compelling premises de-
manded her attention. Hut she had managed to write thirty pages 
of her current work-in-progress. Eaybe this one would be The 
Fne.

J slanted wooden bookshelf stood on the right side of the 
room. Jntique, cloth-bound tomes in muted hues of scarlet, —ade, 
and navy lined the shelves. zold and black lettering along the 
spines spelled out titles such as Little Women, Pride and Prejudice, 
and Middlemarch.

Ihe picked up the copy of Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland, 
launching a torrent of dust particles. Yer nose twitched. Ihe cra-
dled the book in one hand and lifted the cover. The publication 
date HZMG embla5oned the copyright page. That was —ust a few 
years before zrammie was born, which meant this would have 
been her childhood copy. Jlice thumbed through the creased and 
smudged pages. Jdd book desecration to the list of reasons why 
she would never have kids. 

Jndy peeled o6 his T-shirt and mopped his face with it. SU’m 
not seeing an J3 anywhere or even a fan.j

S“e could open a window.j
Ihe made her way toward the front of the house and scooted 

in behind the mammoth black woodstove while Jndy headed to 
the window on the other side of the door. Ihe parted the faded 
curtains and pushed up on the window. The heavy frame budged 
open a crack and then —ammed. Jndy —oined her and hefted it 
open. J warm swell of air passed through the screen.
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S:ot much of an improvement,j he said. SYow could this guy 
live without at least a fanC Jnd no TVCj

SEaybe it’s part of their religionCj
SU don’t get that. 7ike, where does 2esus say you can’t have a 

TVCj
Jlice tiptoed across the Poor through the entryway dividing the 

living room and kitchen. The kitchen walls were the same sallow 
color as the living room. J hardwood elliptical table encircled by 
six wooden chairs stood at the side of the room to the right of the 
entrance.

S7ooks like refrigerators aren’t taboo,j Jndy said. Ye tapped a 
knuckle against the silver refrigerator.

Ihe pointed at a window cloaked in yellowed curtains over-
looking the sink. S3ould you ...Cj

S”eah, U’m on it.j
J beep pierced the air. Ye halted and reached into his pocket.
SJ textCj she said.
Ye shook his head. S:o, U forgot to cancel the reminders U set 

for the Gython lectures.j
SLo you have reception hereCj
S:o. “hat about youCj
Ihe retrieved her cell and glanced at the corner of the screen. 

Iero bars. Yer eyes swept across the scu6ed wooden counter-
top, loping from the block of knives to the co6ee percolator. Ihe 
stepped into the living room and canvassed the area. :o phone 
there either. “hat if there was no landlineC

SThere could be a phone in one of the bedrooms,j Jndy said. 
SHut even if there isn’t, we’ve managed without a phone before.j

SHut how will we keep in touch with Eom and LadC U don’t re-
ally know what we’re supposed to do other than paint the house.j

S“e’ll have to drive to the convenience store, U guess. Ut’s not a 
good solution, but it is a solution.j
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SHut that’s nearly an hour of travel time each day.j
S”eah, this trip keeps getting better and better, ehCj
Ihe turned down the hallway to the left. Eaybe Jndy was right. 

Uf 2ames Yatcher had experienced mobility issues toward the end 
of his life, a bedside phone could have been easier for him to access.

Ihe Pipped the light switch. J narrow carpet spanned the 
length of the hallway. Gaisley designs the red-orange color of resid-
ual bloodstains splayed across the dingy rug. Two wooden doors 
cut through the wan walls. The Arst led to a linen closet. 

The hair on Jlice’s arms rose as she yanked open the second 
door. The moose head mounted to the wall above the queen-si5ed 
bed Axed its stony glare on her. J stu6ed black bear carcass guard-
ed one corner of the room, its mouth open in a sharp-toothed 
snarl, its claws outstretched. Ut looked ready to spring to life and 
maul anyone in its presence. Hirds of prey perched about the 
room, some serving as macabre bookends while others had staked 
out space atop the bookshelves. They stared Jlice down with their 
beady black eyes.

SYallelu—ah,j Jndy said. Ye passed her and lifted a white box 
fan. SU call dibs.j

Ihe scanned the nightstand. J drinking glass sat beside another 
Hible, but otherwise, the surface was empty.

That tight, claustrophobic feeling crept in. Jlice drew in a deep 
breath, and the sensation’s potency diminished. :o matter what 
her brain said, she wasn’t trapped.
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