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“An almost unearthly song of grief and rage that measures the distance between mourning and madness. It traces the dangerous shapes love and hope take and how we might become our own ghosts. Highly recommended.”

A.G. SLATTER, award-winning author of The Crimson Road

“A dark, brooding novel brimming with atmosphere . . . Unsettling, authentic and lyrical, this is a haunting tale that refuses to let go.”

HEATHER DAVEY, author of The Ghosts of Merry Hall

“A thunderclap of a novel—fierce, lyrical, and unrelentingly intimate. Carson Faust writes across time, bloodline, and grief with mythic authority and needlepoint precision . . . This book doesn’t offer closure—it offers witness.”

MORGAN TALTY, national bestselling author of Night of the Living Rez and Fire Exit: A Novel

“Carson Faust’s powerful debut novel swept me away with its glorious prose, compelling characters, and compassionate heart. Faust’s story charts a course of horror and loss, with moments so terrifying I had to turn on an extra light to keep reading.”

MONA SUSAN POWER, author of A Council of Dolls

“A riveting mystery and beautifully complex characters who linger long after reading. Expect a steady-handed untangling of intergenerational trauma. Expect prose that is both haunted and thrumming with life. With this hypnotic, humid, love-wrought saga, Carson Faust debuts as a literary force.”

MONICA BRASHEARS, author of House of Cotton

“A terrifying, heartfelt debut about communal responsibility, about what we owe to each other and our dead loved ones. The Crowe sisters leap off the page with their wisdom and candor, and the novel’s formal experiments radiate with brilliance. Faust teaches us that there are hauntings that can save us, if we’re brave enough to listen.”

ALEJANDRO HEREDIA, author of Loca
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The intruders enter as quiet as light. They come through the windows, the doors. Slipping in easily, as if their girl left this home open for them. They have been here before. They bring in the scent of the forest, where they have been waiting. And so, they carry the aroma of white maple and oak leaves, the frosted buds of the earliest flowers, the crisp clarity of mist. They walk over old floorboards, down the hallway with framed faces scattered on the wall. Likenesses of people they once knew like family, like blood. These glossy paper faces are sightless, though their eyes are open. Sightless, too, are those who live in this house, with their closed eyes and round, dream-filled heads. They know them just as well.

And they will find their girl. They know where to find her.

Each door inside the house is open, as if to welcome them. This is a moonless night, and their girl’s mother and sister are sleeping. So is the old woman, but she lies at the far end of the house. The intruders keep their distance from her, keep quiet. If anyone will sense them, it will be the old woman. Though the old woman’s ears and eyes may fail her, it is the senses she has inherited that the intruders are wary of.

Their girl’s mother does not have those senses, those gifts. The intruders peer into the room where the mother sleeps. So much is shared between mother and daughter. The sundown color of their skin, the night-sky color of their hair, their summery scent. The warm smell of blanketed bodies. Of comfort. But this is not where their girl belongs. Not with her mother who has forgotten so much. Not with this woman, who once let her eldest daughter go hungry and unclean.

As they pass the older girl’s room, her eyes flutter but do not open. As if she is dreaming of them but cannot wake. She may not see or hear the intruders—as their girl has—but this one, perhaps, feels them. Like a needle nestling into skin—sharp, knowing, exact—slipping in just to draw away. In her slumber, with her deep red lips and heart-shaped face, this daughter looks so much like the old woman had at that age. But she is not the girl they want.

Their girl’s room is only steps away. Her playthings spill out from the doorway. A pale little doll with black hair and broken, open eyes. Blank paper. Finger paint. She is sleeping on her side, her body and her blanket curling around each other. Her left arm hangs off the side of the bed. It is as if her hand is reaching out for them, waiting for them. This is Laurel. For a while, the intruders watch her dream. For a while, they watch her breathe. They know they are saving her. They love her. They love her.
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FOUR HOURS, DISAPPEARED
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This time when Nadine wakes, it’s not just the house that feels emptier, colder. There is a new kind of absence. It’s as if her body feels emptier. She springs up then nearly falls, dizzy from freshly broken sleep. The house does not feel like her own. Maybe it hasn’t for months now, since Mom started drinking again, but this is different. Worse, somehow. The blue wallpaper in the hallway looks darker because there is no moonlight. The glass of the picture frames that line the hall reflects only black. The floorboards seem to move beneath her. Her heart is humming. Her hand runs across the wallpaper, guiding her down the hall. She hits something. Hears it shatter behind her. But she doesn’t look back. She has to keep going.

She hears crickets singing in the fog outside. Smells wet earth and tree bark through the window screens. In a few weeks, stems of Queen Anne’s lace will start to push out of the soil, the sun will ward off what is left of the long winter, and she, Mom, and Laurel will spend summer evenings pulling blackberries from the thickets that line the edge of the forest just outside their back door. Her stomach turns when the thought doesn’t feel honest. Like it isn’t possible.

Nadine’s hands quiver as she reaches Laurel’s bedroom door. Could this be how Mom felt those years ago? Had she felt their father’s absence, the fresh emptiness of the house, before she woke? Did she feel his weight leave the bed the night he left? Does a leaving always bring a feeling?

Nadine wants to scream when she sees the empty bed, but she swallows it. There is no body there, sleeping. No chest rising and falling with breath. For a moment, Nadine believes that Laurel is safe. That she is curled up to Mom or Aunt Rosebud in one of their beds. That this wrongness and waking is unwarranted. That her knowing is nothing like Aunt Rosebud’s. That her knowing is wrong. And, just then, Aunt Rosebud appears—silent and constant as shadow—behind her.

“She’s not with your mama,” Aunt Rosebud says. “She’s gone.” And even through her own tears, Nadine can see the ones in Aunt Rosebud’s eyes catching what little light there is.

Nadine does not wait for her mother to call the police because she knows Mom will shatter. When Nadine sees Laurel’s empty bed, she knows she will be the one who must call for help. There is no time to feel. No time to dig into the empty pit of her stomach to see what might be scraping the bottom. Nadine knows that she shouldn’t touch anything she doesn’t need to touch. The less she touches, the more there might be to find. The only thing she needs before she can bear to move, before she can act, is the necklace that her sister gave her all those months back.

After she has that, after the necklace’s silver is touching her skin, there is only the pale yellow phone on the kitchen wall. There is only its cord twisting around her finger, tightening. There is only the blood pulsing in her fingertip and then the voice crackling into her ear. A woman’s voice. Nadine isn’t sure what she says to her. But it must be the right thing, because the cops come quick. Takes them no more than thirty-five minutes. Being that the house is about twenty minutes from the town of Jordan, being that it’s still pitch-dark, being that the roads wind around cornfields that have stood longer than the roads have been paved, that’s good time.

The sound of crushed gravel. Blues and reds bleeding through the farmhouse windows. No sirens, just the colors.

A woman comes in first. Her hair is pulled into a tight bun. Her eyes somehow both tired and alert, which makes a bit of sense, seeing as she reeks of coffee. The scent hits Nadine’s face as the cop introduces herself as Officer Blackenship. Says her partner is on his way in.

Seems it’s her job to tend to them. Officer Blackenship sits at the kitchen table with them, pulls out her notepad, starts to write down the little things they say. She assures them that her partner will take a look around. That’s what he’ll be best at. Perhaps that means that asking questions is what she’s best at. As Officer Blackenship speaks, Nadine runs her thumbnail over her wrist, digs it into the veins. It almost soothes her. A clawing, a pain, just subtle enough to remind Nadine that all of this is real. The same way you pinch yourself to be sure you’re not dreaming—only Nadine’s nails are fishing for blood.

When Officer Blackenship’s partner enters, he does not introduce himself. He paces through the house slowly. He is eyes and gloved hands. Nadine watches as he traces everything slowly, as if his eyes are in his fingertips. Nadine knows that Mom wouldn’t acknowledge the man even if he had introduced himself. Mom might as well be alone in this room—her eyes glazed and downcast. Aunt Rosebud holds Mom’s hand with both of her own. In the same way that Mom seems trapped inside herself, Aunt Rosebud seems to have closed all the doors in her head. If Mom is lost, then Aunt Rosebud is locked away.

Officer Blackenship keeps trying to get Aunt Rosebud and Mom to speak. Especially Mom. The officer is prodding as gently as she can, and she doesn’t seem like a naturally gentle person. Nadine wants to tell her to expect very little.

In fact, Nadine expects nothing from her mother and her great-aunt, at least for the time being. Aunt Rosebud might unlock her doors eventually, but if Mom did that there would be no guarantee of Mom finding her way back. At least, if patterns hold. So, for now, Nadine just has Officer Blackenship and this silent man. He remains silent, even as he beckons Officer Blackenship to the other room.

Though they do not speak to her, though they speak softly, Nadine can hear them.

“It’s like there’s nothing,” the man says to Officer Blackenship. They stand in the living room, which brightens as the first sliver of sunrise spills in. Nadine sees their shadows stretch in the new light.

“Well, there’s less here than there was when they went to bed last night. That’s kind of why they called us,” Officer Blackenship says.

There is a pause. Silence. Nadine can feel the weight of the silence from a wall away.

“I know. Sorry, sorry. Can’t help it. It’s how I cope,” Officer Blackenship says. “This is just a lot. Do you think we have a runner?” She says it like she hopes they have a runner. Because that would be easier.

“She’s six,” the man says.

“It’s not unheard of,” Officer Blackenship says. “At least here it’s not.”

The rest of their conversation is lost beneath Mom’s sobs. They are quiet sobs but loud enough to blur the officers’ words into little more than murmurings.

There is no way Laurel ran. If they knew her, they would know that. The farthest she would go is to her tree house out back. The one that their father had once built for Nadine but was now claimed by Laurel.

Laurel would never run from home. She would never run from Mom. They have always been inseparable. Which is why this separation has broken their mother.

Officer Blackenship and her partner reenter the kitchen. The quiet man’s face is both softer and sadder than when he first came. He takes his gloves off as he begins to talk to the three of them. He says his name is Lieutenant Harris. He says that he will do everything he can to find Laurel. In all this, he promises nothing. That’s all Nadine can hear. All she can hear is what he does not say. That there are no promises, no guarantees.

Mom must have understood bits and pieces, because she begins to quiver harder than before. She is going to sit and shake regardless of whether Nadine or Aunt Rosebud or Officer Blackenship holds her hand. Still, for now, they sit and do just that. Mom has always needed to be physically held together by other people. She shuts down, shuts everyone out, and expects folks to be there. Officer Blackenship, now having attempted to start several conversations with Mom, gives up on talking to her and begins to talk through her.

“Has she done this before? Should we take her somewhere? Call someone?”

There is silence. Mom is unable to speak. And Nadine refuses to. If she says a single word, more will follow, and everything might spill out.

“Ayita has lost a lot of people,” Aunt Rosebud finally answers. “The price gets higher each time. Laurel was literally a piece of her.”

“Was already, huh?” Officer Blackenship says.

“Is works just as well.”

Mom begins to shake more. Then she vomits. Most of it gets on her own lap. This makes Nadine wonder if Mom’s already been drinking in the last few hours. If Mom had gone to bed drunk last night. Every now and again for the last few months, Nadine had smelled it on her.

“You sure we shouldn’t take her somewhere?” Officer Blackenship asks.

“Unless you can take her to her daughter, there’s nowhere that’ll be better.” Aunt Rosebud doesn’t get up. Doesn’t wince at the smell like Officer Blackenship does. She’s smelled plenty of Mom’s vomit over the years. “You just hold her hand tight. Nadine, you hold her hair. There’s more on the way.”

Aunt Rosebud tries to pull a mixing bowl out of the cabinet, but by the time she has it, Mom’s clothes are soaked with another round of vomit and strands of saliva are dripping to her lap. All Nadine can smell now is Mom’s acrid breath, but at least the sounds of her stomach churning, the retching, have stopped. At least she is crying quietly again. Nadine grew up on the sound of Mom’s weeping. Mom always shutting everyone out. Half Nadine’s life, Mom had been that way. Only since Laurel was born had her mother been brighter.

Officer Blackenship takes the silence as another opportunity to ask questions. Real questions this time. Though most of the questions Officer Blackenship asks, Nadine has no way of answering honestly. And even if she does answer honestly, those answers are useless. For example: The last time Nadine saw Laurel, she was cocooned in blankets. Laurel was here. Now she’s not. Or: Yes, there has been plenty of strange behavior in the last few months—Laurel was talking to invisible people, Aunt Rosebud seemed to encourage it, and it looked like Mom had started drinking again. And: No, there is no one else that Nadine thinks Officer Blackenship should talk to. Nadine truly wishes she could think of someone. Because the last thing she wants to be doing right now is answering fucking questions. She wants to be finding answers.

As Officer Blackenship asks these questions that will get her nowhere, Nadine knows, but does not say, that all this is her mother’s fault. Every single loss can be traced back to her. Aunt Rosebud would still be down in South Carolina if her mother hadn’t been weak after Barron went away. If Mom hadn’t been sick.

And then it was Aunt Rosebud who encouraged Laurel talking to her imaginary friends in the woods. If Aunt Rosebud had never come, maybe Laurel wouldn’t have vanished.

Aunt Rosebud came here after Nadine’s father, Barron, left them. Or after Mom sent Barron away. It feels different day by day, but most days it feels like both. Nadine was seven then. Turned out Barron left Laurel, too, though no one knew she was growing just yet. Mom was left to support their family on what the local nursing home paid her for wiping the asses of folks who had forgotten the faces of their sons and daughters.

Nadine knows, but does not say, that after Barron was gone, Mom sank. Because people like Officer Blackenship don’t care about that. People like her don’t think that matters. That Mom’s days of sickness, those years ago, felt endless until they ended. When she woke only to eat dry cereal or relieve herself. To change the batteries in the remote. To drag herself into town to pick up lunch meat and white bread and fruit cups for Nadine. Nadine was just old enough to fend for herself if she had to. And old enough to call Aunt Rosebud after a month of fending for herself.

So she came. She helped. Fed Nadine warm meals. Aunt Rosebud pulled Ayita from her bed and tended to the garden that had once belonged to Grandma. Rosebud seemed to like the work, said she felt like she was bringing her sister back. Nadine helped too. Learned how to make things grow. The garden had held nothing but weeds ever since Nadine could remember.

In the time it took to get her mother out of bed and back to work, the weeds were cleared and the beginnings of sage, rosemary, and mint were coming up. Nadine loved watching the plants grow. They were tended to, they were given what they needed, and they grew. But no matter how much Nadine gave her mother, she just continued to wilt. They all kept giving and giving, but it seemed to pass right through her.

Perhaps all they gave went to Laurel, as she began to grow in her mom’s belly. Nadine likes to think it went somewhere. All that love and care and tenderness. All the things Nadine wanted from her mother but didn’t receive. Hopefully it didn’t just pass through her mother like water. But now, even if it had gotten to her, Laurel is gone.

Every piece of this matters, but Officer Blackenship’s questions won’t scratch the surface.

As Officer Blackenship continues her questioning, Nadine notices the woman staring at her hands. At first, Nadine thinks that her avoiding eye contact is a way of making sure Nadine isn’t intimidated. Then Nadine suspects the officer might be staring at her wrist, where Nadine’s nail has whittled away enough skin that it is now a pinkish red. But Nadine then follows the officer’s gaze and realizes the reason for her stare. Nadine’s hands are shaking. Nadine has been clutching the necklace that Laurel had given her like it’s a lifeline. Like she’s dangling from it. Because she might as well be.

Earlier this morning, the instant Nadine realized her sister was gone, she felt the silver chain pulling her. She woke, went straight to the dresser, wrapped the chain around her fist, and held tight. Held it like it was Laurel’s hand. Like if she kept holding on, Laurel wouldn’t be completely gone.

*   *   *

Hours pass. The only measure of time that Nadine can feel is the ache in her hand. The impression of the silver chain as it digs into her skin. The sky so choked with clouds, it’s hard to believe there’s a sun at all.

More wheels stir up gravel as they pull in—local news vans. Blocky, long vans the color the sky might be without all the overcast clouds. Nadine watches as the crew shuffles out. As the camera-ready woman wobbles on the gravel in her high-heeled shoes. Word gets around in a town as small as this one.

Aunt Rosebud guides Mom outside. Mom can hardly get out front. Aunt Rosebud has to keep reminding her: There’s not much we can do right now, but this is something we can do. Talk to them. Tell them about Laurel. They’ll want to help us.

Nadine can’t go out there. Can’t watch. So it’s not until later that evening that Nadine knows what Mom says to them.

“She’s just gone,” Nadine hears her mother say on the seven o’clock news. “Everything else is just as it was before I went to bed. I don’t know how this could’ve happened. She would never run off like this. Never.” Mom doesn’t look straight at the camera, like the crew had told her to. She keeps looking down. Like she’s trying to fold her tears back into her eyes. “It doesn’t make sense,” Mom continues. “Because everything else is here. I see her toothbrush. I can still see the shape she left in the sheets. Every single pair of her shoes is here.” Her voice breaks. She gasps. “She doesn’t have any shoes with her.”

Nadine looks away from the screen, understanding now why her mom couldn’t look directly at the camera. Looking at the screen feels like looking in a mirror. Even through the blur of the television, Nadine can see it all there. Eyes shattered, red. The skin around them puffy and soft-looking. Nadine recognizes herself in the red glaze of her mom’s eyes. But the difference is that everything Nadine tries to push down, Mom wears on her face.

“If you know anything, see anything,” her mother says. “If you think you know anything . . . please help us. Help my daughter find her way home.”

And people come to help. They try.

In the days after Laurel’s bed was emptied in the night, in the weeks after Mom pleads on Channel 27, there are search parties. Nadine hears that the local church ladies organized them. The congregations—New Light, Saint Michael, and United Methodist—let everyone out early, and folks change out of their Sunday best in favor of work boots, sneakers, jeans, and thicker jackets. Townsfolk that Nadine has never seen or heard from line up at arm’s length from one another and walk, starting at the edge of Nadine’s home, and then miles past Laurel’s tree house. They walk through the woods to the highway. Through the barren cornfields. To the far-off neighboring homes.

Nadine joins the searchers, the helpers. It makes her feel sick—it makes Laurel’s gone-ness feel real—but it’s better than staying behind. This should feel real. This is real. Aunt Rosebud stays back at the house, holding Mom together without touching her. Mom keeps expecting Laurel to just come to the front door. She can’t come home to an empty house. She just can’t. I have to be here. But Nadine knows better than that. She’s sure that Mom knows better, too, but refuses to believe.

Nadine wonders what these people who she walks beside believe. All their gazes are cast downward, searching the earth for any trace that might lead to Laurel. All those solemn faces trained on the grass, on the winding roots of trees that are older than any of them. Nadine wonders if their gazes reflect sheer focus, if they are truly looking for clues. Or have they already decided that they are looking for a body? Have they already decided they are looking for the beginning of a hand peeking out of a rushed grave? Or a tangle of hair threading through the ground like a tree root? All their faces downcast and stony, as if each one knows they have already failed.

More often than she’d like to admit, Nadine hopes they find nothing. Finding nothing means that these people have not found a grave. No grave, no body. Not finding a body means that Laurel’s body might not be lifeless. If Laurel is alive, that means she can step through the front door. She can go to Mom and Aunt Rosebud and tell them that she is okay. She is unharmed. Everything could go back to the way it was.

But there is nothing normal about this. A hundred people trudging through the woods, combing through the fields, and finding nothing. Not a single sock. Not one stuffed animal. No trace of a girl. No trace of her sister. No trace of Laurel. And no matter how hard Nadine pushes it down, one thought always comes back up: Barron has taken her.

It seems to be the only answer that makes any kind of sense. Only he could have slipped into the house undetected like that. How could anyone else have slipped in without busting a lock or a window?

Now that Laurel is gone, now that this has happened, Nadine can’t even be sure Mom ever changed the locks after Barron left. She remembers his terrible voice. And the terrible crack of his hands. But she can’t remember if Mom made sure Barron could never come back with the simple turn of a key. Nadine only remembers how Barron’s leaving hollowed Mom out. If Mom couldn’t even get out of bed, who’s to say she ever changed the locks? Was their home ever a safe place?

As with each day that Nadine joins the search party, she goes past the tree house, through the woods in as straight a line as the trees allow, and reaches County Road E. Barron knows these roads. Nadine is sure of that. They haven’t changed in all the years he’s been gone. He may have said he would never come back, but Nadine knows he could find his way here. She stares out across the road toward the fields where corn will grow when summer comes. Nadine wonders if the simplest answer, the answer she keeps pushing down, is the right one.

There is just one thing Nadine knows: Even if all she can do is tell the police to look for Barron, even if they are already looking for him, Nadine knows she must tell them herself. They need to be looking for him before he knows they are searching. That may be the only way they will find him.
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SOUTH CAROLINA
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Shouldn’t’ve been out when night fell, but I was, and you found me down by the river. Ponpon, as kwvlneesoo called it. She thought the name we first gave that river might mean “the big bend.” But you would know better than she ever did. This river was yours long before our people got here. Not that you would claim it. The river has always been shared between us. You could have claimed me that night, if y’all had a mind to. Swept me away, just like kwvlneesoo warned me you would with all her stories. The ucv’ske are more than stories, she’d always said. They’ll vanish you if you ain’t careful. She even warned me against skipping over puddles after rain for fear the ucv’ske could lure me to where they come from—beneath that reflected sky.

First came night, then came rain, then you came. South Carolina summer—the sky wide open and clear, save for a few blanketed stars, until the rain fell light. Rain, as it hit the blackwater, as it scattered the reflected moonlight, reminded me of footsteps. I thought, perhaps, those ripples might be your footsteps. You might be coming up on me. If I’m honest, that gave me some fright. I thought to run but found that I couldn’t. Maybe I didn’t want to. Felt more like waiting than being frozen. I felt that I should wait. Had done more than enough running earlier that day.

As I waited for you in the rain, watching the moon turn to rings of light on the river, I remembered my tongue hurting from all the lies I’d told. All lies that any good god would forgive. My arms and legs hurt from play. My lungs hurt from running. Had told my pa I was heading to Ethel’s for Bible learning that evening, but instead I went to the river with the boys. Pa wanted me to be a good Christian girl ever since kwvlneesoo passed on. Around here, a widower’s reputation is only as good as his offspring.

I was all he had.

Some of the boys had a good five years on me, but I was long in the limb for a girl my age. I could hold my own in a game of hide-and-seek tag. We braided ourselves through the limbs of trees. Tucked ourselves away in thorned bushes. All of our bodies darkened in the sun with the sky. That evening, the sun hung low, fat and gold like a sliced-open peach. There was only one slice left when one of the boys, Justify, asked if I had an older sister. Sure do, I lied. Her name is Lily.

You should bring her around, Justify said. We’re itching for more girls out here.

I heard kwvlneesoo say, This ain’t a boy anymore, child. This is a wolf.

I knew to run then. There was a knot in my stomach, and I would only be able to unravel it by running. My pa always warned me about boys. About their eyes and hands and mouths—other parts too. Before kwvlneesoo began talking to me herself, my pa told me that she had been a healer. She tended to men that boys like Justify grew into. The kind of men who strung kwvlneesoo up. The kind of men who ended the lives of those who saved their own. My pa knew how much those boys, those men, could take. How quickly they could take. He had saved me from them before, but he was not here to save me this time.

I ran so Justify would not take me in pieces. Justify and the other wolves.

I had never seen boys become wolves. Not like this. Perhaps I was not grown enough before. Ripe enough. Perhaps I was not ready for the slaughter. I thought of kwvlneesoo—how she was a woman when they took her apart. Perhaps my girlhood was enough like womanness now. It could be, simply, that they thought they could catch me. That I was the only thing around that could sate their appetites.

All those tales where the witch is the evil thing, kwvlneesoo whispers to me, when wolves are the ones you got to worry about.

I hid in the same trees we’d been hide-and-seeking in till dusk. This was no longer a game. There wasn’t a shred of dark to cover me, not for hours. Hiding in the trees, I thought of kwvlneesoo swaying from one. Like mama, like daughter, the wolves would say after they finished with me. I saw it all so clear, but I would not let it happen. I didn’t move. When the shadows came, I let them pour through me. The wolves called at me, hungry. Sometimes I heard branches breaking. Eventually, the storm clouds began to roll over the night sky. When the rain came, it washed the wolves away.

I hid by the river to lose them, not knowing I would find you there.

Could be that kwvlneesoo knew she was taking me to you. She knew you well, after all. You’re the ones who taught her the ways of medicine. You teach me too. To use pine roots to bring luck. Or sassafras roots for measles. Using chinaberry roots for tummy worms, or using black snakeroot from the swamp mixed with whiskey for womanly troubles. You taught her, and now me, to bring up rapunzel—the stems that only rise from soil fed with our blood. Medicine—the good and the bad of it—is a gift.

We call it a gift because it is one, kwvlneesoo tells me. It never belonged to us in the first place.

The night I met you, you began to teach me what kwvlneesoo had learned and what she hadn’t. Weeks passed as I drifted between home and the river, and you taught me how to hide myself the way you hide yourselves. How to bend my body into the color of sky, rocks, and water. How to breathe quieter than the trees. To be slight as ghosts so that I would not become a ghost myself. So that I might learn without worrying about wolves.

Om kvhvp’ is what we call our gifts that give. The good medicine. What we use to help people, to heal them. That’s what you taught kwvlneesoo. But it wasn’t enough to save her. Om wvtvks is the dangerous stuff. Bad medicine. What we use to bring pain. Pain as real as a wound. True as death. Om wvtvks is what we use, when we must, to survive. You tell me how you’ve been helping people like us fend off wolves for a long time. Since the beginning and before.

Sometimes the wolves look like us. Sometimes their skins are paler. You tell me the story of Lyhue Crowe. One of my hvstepenu—my ancestors. Lyhue was a dragged man. This town began just past where our Crowe family found their brother’s body. Just past where the ghost-colored men dragged him. You make me speak his story again and again, because I must not forget. His end is where we began.

In those days, rumors spun that Lyhue was in love with a French trader’s wife. A woman by the name of Fleur Dubois. She was a rich woman and had been promised to her husband since before she turned seventeen. But she was a true woman by the time she met Lyhue, having been wed for ten years. Ten years of being draped in colorful fabrics and smelling of jasmine.

Utu’wv, you say. What you mean is: She made a lovely wolf.

With her husband’s wealth, Fleur often got what she wanted. Even the forbidden. She found the forbidden in Lyhue. The Indian who worked for her husband. One of her husband’s best suppliers. She found the way Lyhue’s tongue struggled to shape English words charming in some way. As if she wondered whether there was something else his tongue could do well.

Lyhue was a proud man. Handsome and straight-backed. His teeth came out all straight and pearly. He was born here in South Carolina, off the banks of Ponpon, in the summer of 1727. Spent his younger years working the fields for the white Crowes. He was the son of freed Indian slaves but kept on working for them. Least until he found out there was better money in hunting, in furs. More freedom in it too. At nineteen, he traded the fields for the forests and swamps. He’d always been a gifted hunter, likely because he was as careful as he was confident. He could be precise in his stillness as he waited for a kill. He was precise in his desires as well. Once he decided he wanted something, he found a way to get it. And he wanted Fleur.

You warned him against it. Warned him that it would only end in bloodshed.

But Fleur was beautiful, after all, and Lyhue was a man. He gave her the pelts of otters and beavers as gifts, courting her. Because she had money, wealth meant little to her. But the prospect of a man hunting, skinning, and offering a gift—it warmed her. Suppose money has a way of getting cold after a while. But the right kind of gift can chase out the cold. With that warmth came love. And love, when it is made, makes other things.

When her belly started to grow, Fleur felt that the child was not her husband’s. She’d had her husband’s babies before, though none of them had survived. But this baby felt different to her. Perhaps Lyhue’s baby felt jagged in her womb. Perhaps the child felt like a knot, growing. Fleur did not tell Lyhue that the baby was his, nor did she tell her husband that he wasn’t the father.

When Fleur’s baby came out the color of earth, they beat her, at her husband’s orders, till she told them who the father was. Give her face enough color that she’ll match the mutt, he said. The true father’s name drained from her mouth like blood. With blood. And so they dragged Lyhue to the swamps of South Carolina.

This was the way our town, as it remains today, was planted. The way Lyhue Crowe’s body was planted: He was tied at the ankles, pulled across grass, across dirt, across rocks sharp as teeth, by a horse that would run until it was broken by the softened ground of the marsh. That is where we began, and that is where we hid in 1838, when other white men came. Different, but the same, they tried to march us away. But we would not be slaughtered. When they try to kill us, we will grow.

You taught people like kwvlneesoo how to hide, just as you taught me. You helped me to vanish, but not in the way kwvlneesoo warned me you might.

The stories you tell me begin to mean more to me than any story from Bible learning. I think of the way our family names are kept in Bibles—the name of kwvlneesoo connected to the threads of all our people who came before her. I think of how you can tell me so much more about the names that are so far from mine.

A name means something, kwvlneesoo says to me. Having the power to give a name means something. Our last names aren’t even ours.

You don’t call the yellow flower rapunzel. That is a name I gave it. I’m sure the flower has many names. Far more than just the name I give.

But there is a reason I call the flower rapunzel. It’s tied to the old story. I can give you stories too.

This is how it goes: A man and woman pray for a child. But no baby comes. The woman wants to be a mama so bad that she gets sick. So sad it soaks in her bones till they get heavy. So heavy she can’t get up. She thinks there’s no way to get better. But through her window, the woman sees the rapunzel growing in the witch’s garden. She knows that just a taste will fix her up. Her husband goes across the way and tries to sneak some. He gets away with it at first, and they eat. But hunger is only quelled for so long. The woman begs him to go back. So, he does. This time, the witch is waiting. Tall and dark as the trees that stretch over the garden, she stares down at the man. The man trembles.

You climb into my garden like a thief? the witch says. You shall suffer like one.

Let mercy overrule justice, the man replies. My wife saw your rapunzel from the window. She longed for it. She would take nothing else. She would die if she did not eat it.

The witch chews the quiet like gristle. Fortunately for the man, she longs for something too.

You take from me, and I take from you, the witch tells him. This is not a curse but a bargain: I give your wife what she needs to live, and I will take the life that she will bear.

The man goes pale. A child? We do not have a child of our own.

I can be sure that she does. And I will be the child’s mother.

This rapunzel is much like that which is in that story. It’s a plant of healing, of power. It is a gift but also a bargain. People like kwvlneesoo, people like me, give of ourselves every time we bring it up from the earth. Our blood as offering. Our blood owed.

Our blood shared.

But that is not all we share, kwvlneesoo and me. The necklace that once dangled from her rope-wrapped neck, you give to me. If there is a piece of her that is alive, I think it must be there. You tell me that our eyes swallow light the same way—black as rain-soaked soil. Our hair falling in waves past our waists. Our legs and arms grow long and narrow as if we are sisters to the cypress trees. Perhaps because our roots go down in this land just as the trees do. We are planted as much as they are, after all.

You tell me of all that I share with Lyhue too. The stillness I can bring to my body. The precision of movement and breath. The qualities he sharpened to be a hunter, I will sharpen to be a witch. That which he used to hunt, I will use to survive.

I think of kwvlneesoo—of the fragile bones in her neck, of the necklace crushed into skin by rope and the weight of her body; I think of the sound that comes out of a mouth as last breath meets open air. I think of Lyhue—of a horse running until it cannot. I will not die by rope. What is left of the kin who came before me becomes mine. Their weight, their breath, their blood. I will not be taken, in part or all at once.

When I vanish, it is a path that I choose—an act that is mine.
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TWO WEEKS & THREE DAYS,
DISAPPEARED
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The days bleed. They run together, and Ayita lets them blur. It’s easier that way. Since Ayita pulled the phone cord from the wall, there has been no waking to the terrible ringing—no more journalists begging for quotes, for interviews, for a once-in-a-lifetime story. Now there is nothing. Whatever day it is, Aunt Rosebud has made her bathe, finally. Ayita hasn’t washed herself since before Laurel’s disappearance. Now, sitting in the warm bath, it’s almost as if she’s fading into it. As if the water goes through her instead of around her. As if she’s dissolving. Under the water—which has been clouded from her own filth—the edges of Ayita’s body soften, as if they are less there. As if she is less here. It’s peaceful, being smudged away like this.

The only parts of her that Ayita knows are there are the patches of skin where Aunt Rosebud runs a damp rag over her, washing her. The light pressure of Aunt Rosebud’s hand, the cloth, reminds Ayita that her own hands are clutching the edge of the tub. As the rag sweeps across her forehead, water trickles down her face, off her chin, and slips to her neck. When the touch of the water thins out to nothing, Ayita numbs all over again. A numbness like sleep, like being elsewhere or nowhere.

“You don’t have to do this, Auntie,” Ayita says, staring off into the white tile on the opposite wall, admiring its blankness. Knowing Aunt Rosebud is there only because she feels the weight of a hand on her shoulder.

“It’s fine,” Aunt Rosebud says. There’s no gentleness in her voice. She’s using all the gentleness up in her hands. She’s not gentle by nature. But there’s nothing natural about these weeks. Aunt Rosebud has only ever been this nurturing after terrible things have happened. Her hands only touched this soft when they touched wounds. Aunt Rosebud used to wash Ayita like this when she first got to Wisconsin, after Barron was gone.

Now, again, Ayita is a wound in the shape of a body.

There is a difference between then and now: Then, Ayita felt too heavy to move. There was a weight to that sadness. As if, instead of leaving, Barron had soaked into Ayita. As if she held the weight of his body in her own. His weight, a pressure that kept Ayita paralyzed. With this, now, there is no weight, no heaviness. There is only the absence of weight. A lightness that threatens to sweep Ayita away. This time, she is not falling into herself. She feels herself falling away from everything else.

“Please. Leave me be,” Ayita says. Because without her auntie’s touch she could go back to being nothing. She could go back to being water. To being the heat leaching out of the water. Being its fog nestling on the mirror.

“Not going to leave you be. Trying to help you be.”

“I don’t want you here.” Ayita begins to sit up straight, but Aunt Rosebud holds her down, her palm pressing flat against Ayita’s chest. Right against where her heart might be. The water in the tub swells and dips from the movement, almost cresting over the edge.

“Where else should I be, Ayita?” Aunt Rosebud’s eyes pierce into Ayita’s. Ayita doesn’t want to look at her, but Aunt Rosebud’s eyes are begging to be seen—dark and strong and tired, pleading. Auntie’s hand makes her chest heavy. Auntie’s eyes, the way they stare, make Ayita’s eyes heavy. “I can’t sleep,” Auntie continues. “And I can’t turn on the damn TV. Always afraid I’ll see Laurel’s face. Or something more terrible. So what, exactly, would you have me do? Where else could I be?”

Ayita wants to tell her how easy it can be to fade away. She wants to say, Come into the water with me, Auntie. Just slip under the surface, where all the noise gets pushed away. Close your eyes so the light can’t get in. She wants to tell her auntie that being nowhere is so much easier than being here. If Laurel could disappear so completely, then why couldn’t they? They could all leave. They could all just come back once Laurel returns.

Ayita doesn’t say any of this. Instead, she says: “I need to rest.”

Auntie shakes her head. “Not before we do something about that hair. It’s an absolute rat’s nest.” She scoffs. It might almost be a laugh, even. The closest to a laugh anyone has gotten, at least, in what feels like a long time.

With the hand that had been holding Ayita in place, Aunt Rosebud pulls an old jelly jar off the edge of the tub. The Tom & Jerry jelly jar that they used to rinse shampoo out of Laurel’s hair. Laurel liked the jar because she found the two characters cute, but she could never stand to actually watch the show. She hated how mean the cat and mouse were to one another. She didn’t want them to hurt each other. Laurel didn’t find any of it funny—all that hurting.

But why do they do that, Mommy? Laurel’s dark eyes, like caverns echoing light, fixed on Ayita rather than the television.

Aunt Rosebud guides Ayita upright, supporting her back with one hand. Ayita lets her head hang limp, her shoulders slouch. With her torso out of the water, exposed to the chill of the house, the parts of her now touching the air feel real again. Some of the heaviness comes back.

Scooping water up from the bath, Aunt Rosebud pours it gently over Ayita’s head to wet the waves of her hair that aren’t already submerged. In order to keep from weeping, Ayita imagines that her hair is Laurel’s hair. She imagines that Aunt Rosebud’s hands are her own hands. If she must be here, if her auntie’s touch and the caress of the water must keep her here, Ayita has to imagine that she is anyone except who she is. But as those hands lather the sweet-smelling soap into her scalp, the tears come. As if those hands are wringing the tears from her head as they wrung the bathwater from her hair. Ayita feels her face knot up and tighten as the tears fall.

Softly as she guided Ayita upright, softly as she lathered soap into Ayita’s hair, Aunt Rosebud guides her into the water more fully, so only her face is above the surface, and combs fingers through her hair until it is rinsed through. Aunt Rosebud lifts her up and leans her against the back of the tub. Ayita watches as Aunt Rosebud takes the Tom & Jerry jar and puts it back at the far end of the tub.

“Do you think we’ll get her back?” Ayita asks, keeping her eyes locked on the jar.

Aunt Rosebud follows Ayita’s eyes back to the jar and purses her lips for a moment. Ayita can see that her auntie is chewing on her tongue, as if her teeth might coax the right answer from it. “I think she’s alive,” Aunt Rosebud says. “And I think we’ll find her.”

“Okay,” Ayita says. “I still think she’ll come back.”

“She will,” Aunt Rosebud says. As empty as the words sound, Ayita believes them. “Now go rest up.”

With that, Aunt Rosebud begins to drain the water from the tub. As she does, Ayita can’t help but feel that parts of her are being drained with all that water too.

Ayita stands up and wraps a towel around her body. The tears Aunt Rosebud had wrung from her, the absence of them, leaves Ayita hollowed out. The world is drained of color. It flattens. Ayita gets back to her bedroom and closes all the light out. Curtains pulled. Door shut. At last, Aunt Rosebud leaves her be. So, at last, Ayita sobs. Or, at least, her body sobs. There are no tears left.

Rolling out of bed, Ayita falls to her knees on the bedroom floor and digs in the bottom drawer of her nightstand, where she keeps her whiskey. She quit once, but that was long before any of this. She needs the drink again.

Not too much, like before. Nothing like before. Not like when Ayita had to numb the bruises on her wrists, the cuts in her mouth. For a long time, after Barron left, and after Laurel was born, Ayita didn’t take a single sip. But everything is different now. At first, when it began again, Ayita needed just enough to burn some time away. Just enough to get to sleep soundly. But now, it is bad again. Ayita knows but doesn’t care, because she needs everything to soften at the edges. She needs the room to spin, to rock her to sleep, otherwise she’ll never sleep at all.

Ayita nurses straight from the bottle. Lets the heat sink in her belly. And, after a while, she sleeps. It is Nadine who wakes her that evening. Nadine arrives as the creak of her bedroom door.

Over the last few weeks, Nadine has kept coming to Ayita’s room like this. Telling her which day it is, what time it is, reminding her to eat, bringing her glasses of water. To Ayita, Nadine has become a shadow. More a presence than a person. Nadine has become hands that lift her upright in her bed. She has become the spoon, waiting by Ayita’s lips, begging her to swallow a few mouthfuls of oatmeal or soup or bone broth. She has become the glass of water waiting on her bedside table each time Ayita wakes.

“Wake up, Mom. Are you okay?” Nadine shakes her gently but urgently. Ayita startles, a sheen of cold sweat covering her. The yellow light seeping through from behind the curtains looks like it could be deepening.

“You’re home, baby?” Ayita’s voice is sandpaper. “What’s wrong?” Nadine’s face comes into focus—she looks concerned—but it’s hard to tell as the room turns sideways. Ayita hasn’t slept the whiskey off just yet. Didn’t happen as quickly as it once had, when Ayita had been younger.

“You were screaming. Someone’s name.”

“I was screaming? For Laurel.”

“I don’t know,” Nadine says. “I don’t think so. I didn’t recognize it.”

“I must’ve been having a terrible dream,” Ayita says, rubbing at her eyes.

“About who though?” Nadine asks again. “You’ve never talked like that in your sleep before.”

Ayita doesn’t answer. Doesn’t even consider the question. She lets the words pass through her. She leans over to her bedside table and opens the drawer, thirsty. But her hands find nothing.

“It’s six in the evening,” Nadine says. She holds up a bottle. The Southern Comfort. She must’ve pulled it from the nightstand.

“Where’d you find that?”

“The whole room reeks of it.” Nadine’s voice is clipped. “Not hard to find.”

“Just put it back.”

“You need to cut this shit out, Mom.” Nadine shakes the bottle. It sloshes loudly, meaning it’s emptier than Ayita remembered. Meaning Ayita would have to leave the house for the first time in weeks. To run to town and get more.

Nadine seems to be a pendulum, in constant motion. She is here. She is away. Here, then away. Back and forth.

“You said it’s six?” Ayita says. “Why’re you just getting home now?”

“I was out with Dallas,” Nadine answers.

Dallas. The name is a little familiar. Some new boyfriend of hers. Another older rich boy from town, another boy with a car. Seemed to be a requirement for Nadine: a boy with the means to get her away from home. Her last one, Nicholas, was just the same. Months back, Nadine would disappear with him for hours at a time doing God-knows-what. Now Nadine has replaced him with Dallas—doing God-knows-what-else.

“Me and Dallas printed these up.” Nadine digs in her backpack, pulls out a stack of papers, and tosses them on the bed. “We’ve been posting them all over town. Mulligan’s Grocery. School. The library. Telephone poles. Anywhere, really,” Nadine says.

Laurel’s face stares up at Ayita from the paper. Laurel, with that almost-smile from last year’s yearbook. The purple background that Ayita let Laurel pick out all by herself. Ayita feels like she might retch, but nothing comes up.
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“Get them away, Nadine,” Ayita says, her hands shaking as they hover above Laurel’s face. “Please take these away.”

“This is what we need to be doing, Mom. This is what Laurel needs us to do.” Nadine shakes the flyers in Ayita’s face as she puts them back into her bag. “And this”—Nadine holds up the almost-empty bottle of whiskey—“this helps no one. Least of all Laurel. We need to be doing the work. Neither of us has time for this.”

“What do you mean, neither of us?”

“I mean: You don’t see me drinking my life away. I don’t have time to be knocking them back. Much as I’d like to be.” As Nadine says this, Ayita knows she had been right about the God-knows-what. At least partially. She wishes she had been wrong. “And I don’t have time to keep taking care of you,” Nadine continues. “Not like last time. Because Laurel needs us.”

“She’ll come back to us, Sunshine,” Ayita says, trying to soften her tone. Calling Nadine by the name she called her back when she was small.

“Someone took her, Mom. She’s not just lost. We need people to be looking for her.”

“She will come back,” Ayita says, remembering Aunt Rosebud’s words. “Even Aunt Rosebud says so. She will. She has to.”

“It doesn’t matter what Aunt Rosebud says if neither of you do anything,” Nadine says. “If all either of you do is lock yourselves up in this house.”

Ayita knows how much this hurts her daughter. She knows that this hurt is where Nadine’s anger is coming from.

This has happened before.

Back when Barron left for good, Nadine was maybe seven. In those days, the bed swallowed Ayita whole every time she slept. Every time she lay down she sank deeper into the mattress, deeper into the floor. Little Nadine would pull at her hand and shake her shoulder lightly, tell her she was hungry, tell her they were running out of food, that the school lunches weren’t enough for a whole day, even when her classmates would give her half of their meals. Because they were running out of food and they were running out of money.

Over those months, maternity leave was the only reason Ayita didn’t lose her job at the nursing home. Ayita knew that even if little Laurel was not growing inside of her, she wouldn’t have left the bed. She couldn’t have left the bed. It was too deep. When Ayita was beginning to fall through the floorboards like a ghost, Aunt Rosebud came. After Nadine called her. She’d lived with Ayita and Nadine ever since.

Aunt Rosebud pulled Ayita from her bed, from the floor-boards, and nursed the parts of her that had broken. Aunt Rosebud cooked for Nadine and had her help, perched on a stool kneading dough or mixing flour. Canning tomatoes and peppers and jellies in the fall. Making crockpot hot chocolate in the winter.

By that spring, Aunt Rosebud had healed Ayita up just enough. To the point where she could take down all the pictures of Barron. The one that hung in the living room—their wedding at the Chambers Hill Farm where she stood in front of an oak tree with leaves that looked like burning. The one that hung in the hallway—him holding Nadine for the first time by the hospital bed, the newborn’s hair just as slick and wet and black as Ayita’s own. The picture in the kitchen of the three of them on the beach by Lake Joseph—Barron’s terrible blue eyes out-bluing the sky. All the pictures of just the two of them, where Barron had a thin, straight mouth and Ayita smiled for the both of them.

That smile, her smile, had to cover for a lot. At the right angle, and with the right concealer, that smile could hide a bruise. The right shade of lipstick could distract from a cut on her bottom lip.

But when you’re getting hit, and you’re getting hit that regularly, it’s not just wounds you have to hide—you need to hide weapons too. She hid many. Because you need to be prepared.

After Barron left, Ayita could take all the knives she had hidden in nearly every room and put them back in the drawer. Or give them back to her neighbors; well, sneak them back into the neighbors’ houses. The knife behind the sofa in the living room, she took from Marion Lambert when the woman had her over for tea. The knife hidden in the kitchen was inside her grandmother’s gingerbread-man-shaped cookie jar. Barron hated the gingerbread man’s smile and insisted it be kept on top of the cabinet so he couldn’t see it. The one she hid in the master bath under her makeup bag was actually a hunting knife she took from Mark Zellberg when she and Barron had gone on a camping trip with him and Kelly Zellberg. Mark had used it to sharpen sticks to roast marshmallows. In the morning, when he couldn’t find it, she helped him look everywhere but the side pocket of her backpack. That camping trip was a week after Barron had slapped her for the third time, and a month before she’d found out she was pregnant with Nadine.

Ayita decided to keep the hunting knife. It would’ve been the hardest one to return in secret. She fed it to the end table next to her bed. The one that was hungry for something violent after Barron left with his pistol.

Ayita is certain that Nadine must have seen that knife when she went digging for the Southern Comfort. Just as she is certain that Nadine won’t ask about it. Because Nadine already knows why it’s there. Which is the same reason she knows why the Southern Comfort is there, and why it is almost empty.

“I’m sorry I’m not stronger than this, Nadine,” Ayita says. “I wish I was.”

“I don’t need you to be stronger, Mom. I just need you to be here.”

“I am here. I hardly ever leave home,” Ayita says.

“That’s not what I mean.”

“Then say what you mean.”

“This,” Nadine says, holding the whiskey bottle out to Ayita, “this keeps you asleep. It keeps you away. It needs to go.”

Ayita wants so badly to be able to stop. And she will never, can never, tell Nadine this, but she is the reason Ayita got the thirst again. It came back last fall—when Nadine started coming home with all those poorly hidden bruises. Must have been that Nicholas boy. Ayita wanted so badly to be able to ask about the bruises beneath Nadine’s pulled-down sleeves. Wanted so badly to beg her to get away from that boy, but she was afraid it would just make things worse. She knew Nadine resented her for being sick or weak or silent, even still—and that Nadine would probably resent her forever. Their bond was always a fragile one, and Ayita was terrified to break it. And so, every time Ayita thought to ask, the words got caught in her throat. She would choke on them. But a little sip of whiskey pushed the words right back down—burned them away. Much like it burns everything away now.

“Give it here, Nadine.” Ayita reaches out. “Just hand it over.”

But Nadine pulls it away from Ayita’s outstretched hand. She turns toward the doorway, out of the bedroom. Ayita scrambles up to follow her. By the time Ayita’s got her footing, she hears Nadine through the hallway and in the kitchen. By the time Ayita meets her there, what remains of the bottle is being poured down the drain.

“Give that back—now!” Ayita’s voice, which had been husky moments ago, is shrill, piercing. Her hands scramble for the bottle as the last drops are being drained, trying to reach around Nadine’s back, under her arms, trying to grasp at the girl’s wrists.

“Get off me!” Nadine says. Her elbow clips Ayita’s chest, knocking her back. Ayita feels Nadine’s hand on her shoulder, feels the girl push her back. Hard enough that Ayita stumbles backward, and her head cracks against the door of the china cabinet on the opposite wall. Hard enough that it makes a spiderweb in the glass. The dishes rattle as Ayita’s body slumps against the cabinet. And all Ayita can see now are Nadine’s dark eyes. Ash-black and angry and burning. And hurt—there is hurt there too.

Our girl landed a good shot. Makes me proud. Ayita hears Barron’s voice. As if it was coming from deep down. Just as she once had heard it, back when he first left. His voice is gravelly, as if he had just woken up. And maybe he had. Maybe Nadine had woken him. His chuckle echoes through her. How’s your head?

Ayita flinches when Nadine’s hands fold over her again, as if Barron is actually in the room. As if Nadine’s hands are his hands. But this time they are gentle. They are stabilizing her. Ayita wants to pull away, instinctively, but doesn’t. She lets Nadine hold her. It’s like Ayita can feel her own pulse in Nadine’s hands. At the same time, she feels her pulse in the place where her head kissed the glass. Her blood is racing.

“I shouldn’t have done that,” Ayita says. Looking into Nadine’s eyes, Ayita can’t tell if the girl is afraid of her, afraid of herself, or both. Nadine’s hands are shaking. Fingers humming against the heat of Ayita’s pulse.

“I’m sorry, Mom. I’m sorry. But you can’t be like him,” Nadine whispers. “When you drink, I smell him.”

Nadine pulls Ayita’s head away from the glass gently. She pats the back of Ayita’s head, making sure there’s no blood. “I’ll try to stop,” Ayita says.

“What if it was him, Mom?” Nadine says. “What if he took her?”

Ayita shakes her head as tears run down Nadine’s face. “I don’t know.” She says it twice. She doesn’t know.

But she does know this: When Nadine finally walks away, finally leaves Ayita alone, leaning against the fractured china cabinet, all she wants are the last traces of whiskey in the bottle that’s now turned over in the kitchen sink.

The next day, Ayita’s head is pounding, and she’s unsure if it’s from the glass cabinet or from the bottle she’d almost drained. The pain is dull, lifeless. The shallow kind of pain that Ayita’s body has learned to ignore, to shrug off. Don’t be a fucking pussy, she hears Barron’s voice in her head, as slurred as it ever was, as it always was. And, as if he’s really there, she feels his thumb press into the spot where the glass met her skull the day before. The pain, once dulled, now sings. This is nothing, he says. She barely even touched you.

Later, once Ayita finally opens her eyes, the bedroom is dark. She gets up, draws the curtain, and looks out to the backyard. Grass and leaves, blue in the night, sway in the harsh spring wind that Ayita hears howling against the house. There’s just enough starlight and just enough moon that Ayita can see Laurel’s tree house clearly. The tree house that had once belonged to Nadine. The one Barron built for her. Ayita always joked that it was sturdier than the farmhouse. Barron always said he could build Ayita a tree house of her own, so long as she didn’t mind having Nadine as a neighbor. The thought of Laurel tucked away in the tree house brings a smile to Ayita’s lips. The thought of Laurel being a handful of steps away, just there, takes some of the ache away, if only for an instant.

The summer before Laurel disappeared, that tree house seemed more her home than anywhere else. Laurel had asked about going up into the tree house for years, begged to go up, so Ayita let her, finally, for her sixth birthday. At first, Ayita found it unnerving that Laurel spent so much time in a structure built by the same hands that caused her so much pain. But she tried to push that all down. She tried to make all that ugliness into something beautiful. Maybe painful memories just needed to be blurred with newer, lighter ones.

Right before Laurel climbed into the tree house for the first time, Ayita laid out art supplies—printer paper, colored pencils, crayons—just as a small surprise. Laurel always loved making little treasures. All through the last summer, Laurel used the world that Barron had built her and the gifts Ayita had given her to create a world all her own. By the end of that July, Laurel’s world was complete: Pictures of dark blue skies and moons of all sizes were taped on every wall. In Laurel’s paper world, fields of flowers that bloomed under the night sky sat along a black river that carved its way across each wall of the tree house, encircling them.

It was simpler then, when it first started. Just drawings of grass and rivers and moons. Back when Laurel could be beckoned home with a few flickers of the kitchen light. But that was all before Laurel started to linger up there. Before she had to be pulled down from her castle in the clouds by Nadine, or sometimes even Ayita herself.

Everything seemed to worsen when Laurel started drawing her imaginary friends. Dark little figures began to blacken the world Laurel scrawled on her tree house walls—lurking in the grasses, hanging from the trees. Things got worse still when she started talking to them, about them.

It would only make sense for that tree house to be haunted by something terrible, because it was built by terrible hands. Laurel had never known her father, but maybe it was his absence that somehow drew Laurel to the tree house. Maybe each of the small shadows was nothing more than pieces of the long shadow Barron cast over their house. Even if all the photos of him were pulled down, maybe he found a way to linger. He always found a way to linger. Even if these imaginary friends were not ghosts in the literal sense, not all ghosts are literal. Sometimes, the worst ones aren’t.

But it was Aunt Rosebud who first thought these little friends were literal. She had a different feeling about what these new friends might be—if, in fact, they were more than imaginary. She began to talk about Laurel’s little friends as if they weren’t imaginary at all. She didn’t call them imaginary friends. She called them Little People. Aunt Rosebud insisted there was some sort of rule book. Some sort of significance.

Don’t talk ill of them, whoever they are.

Don’t speak of them after dark, for whatever reason.

All bullshit. All time wasted.

Hours, days, weeks, months—wasted. Aunt Rosebud’s interest and encouragement just meant that Laurel spent even more time up in the trees, meant that she was even harder to pull down from the clouds. Time they could have all spent together—before they knew their togetherness was fleeting—was squandered in some pretend world.

But the old squaw might be on to something, Ayita. Barron’s smirk is heavy in his voice. The fairies could have scooped Laurel up.

Ayita brings her hand to her head and presses her fingers into the tender spot on her skull, hoping the pain will drown Barron out. Hoping it will keep her from thinking altogether. Hoping it will bring everything to a halt. She digs in until tears gloss her eyes.

Soon enough, the sun starts to burn up the horizon from behind the tree line. Ayita looks to her clock: 6:44 a.m. in searing red digits. At 7:14 a.m., Ayita drives to Mulligan’s Grocery, knowing they will be open by the time she gets into town at 8 a.m., and knowing she can pick up more Southern Comfort and Press House brandy and be in and out of the shop before most folks have their kids dropped off at school.

Unfortunately, Ayita is never that lucky. Nothing can ever be that easy, that simple. She feels all the blood drain from her face when she sees that Felicia Dougherty is the clerk at the checkout. There is no one else. And nowhere else is open for another two hours. God, how she wishes there were.

Felicia looks as she always has, just about. Pale skin, verging on pink. Buttony nose. Her full lips might have a few more worry lines than they once had, but Felicia was always a worrier, so that isn’t surprising. Her soft face framed by the same bangs she’d had in the ’80s. Her eyes are fixed intently on Ayita, and Ayita wants to shrink away.

“Ayita . . . oh my God,” Felicia says. She comes out from behind the register and goes in to give Ayita a hug. Ayita feels her own body turn to stone. Her spine a pillar as Felicia squeezes. “I’m so sorry about—” But Felicia cuts out there. “I’m sorry.”

Ayita says thank you. Because she can’t say it’s okay. And she can’t say that she knows it’s going to be okay. Felicia pulls away but keeps her hands on Ayita’s shoulders. Felicia stares in a way that’s supposed to be sympathetic, surely. But all Ayita can feel is the rigidity of her own body. And her face twisting in an effort to mirror the concern on Felicia’s face.

Ayita has known Felicia for a long time. The woman always considered herself something like a sister to Ayita—though it was not reciprocated—and an aunt to Nadine and Laurel—though she hardly ever saw either of them. Felicia’s mother, Maude, was a friend of Mama’s. She was born one town out from Mama in Moncks Corner before moving away to be with Felicia’s father. Maude was the reason Mama went to Wisconsin when she ran away from South Carolina. When she ran away, more specifically, from Richard—Ayita’s father. Maude gave Mama a soft place to land after they fled. And it was Maude who looked after Ayita when Mama passed on. Least for the year and change that was left before Ayita was considered an adult. So, the only sister Ayita ever had was born from a circumstance she never wanted.

Now—especially now—Felicia is just one more person dragging Ayita to a past she doesn’t want to look at. One more person reminding Ayita of the present she doesn’t want to occupy. Felicia, well-meaning as she tries to be, is draining. And Ayita has nothing left to spare.

“Nadine was in here a while back. Putting up flyers with that Dallas kid,” Felicia says as she tucks herself behind the register. “I asked for a couple to put up at the youth center. And the church.”

“Appreciate that,” Ayita says. And there’s Laurel, taped to the glass of the deli stand, eyes unblinking. How had Ayita not noticed the posters before?

“I’m glad you, Nadine, and Rosebud have each other.” Felicia sounds nervous. Like she’s afraid to say the wrong thing. Which, in all likelihood, she will. “It’s important for family to stick together in times like this.”

Ayita digs into her purse, looking for her wallet, hoping it will prompt Felicia to scan her items.

“I told Nadine this when she passed through,” Felicia continues, “but if any of you need anything at all, you’ve got my number.”

“I don’t know what I need,” Ayita says. “I have no idea.”

Felicia glances down at the bottles in Ayita’s arms. There it is—what Ayita had been waiting for—the judgment. Ayita feels her face flush, realizing she’s holding the liquor like you might hold an infant. It might have been a normal way to hold bottles, but now everything feels wrong. The bottles topple from her arms as she shrugs them onto the belt.

“I just meant, if you think of anything.”

“I can’t think. I can’t even feel. I don’t want to.”

“You need to do,” Felicia says, before pausing. “Whatever you need to do.” She scans the bottles, slips them into paper bags, then places both in a plastic bag and hands everything back to Ayita.

There is a quiet. The soft rustling of the bag and the two women’s breathing. The muffled clink of the bottles ticking almost like the second hand of a clock. Ayita looks at Felicia’s face, mirroring it again. This time, their faces are both blank.

And then there’s Laurel’s face tacked to the corkboard right behind the cans of Coke.

“What would you do?” Ayita asks. “If she was yours, and you lost her?”

Felicia parts her lips, mouth open as if she’s about to speak, but she takes a moment. Her eyes are thoughtful, glancing away from Ayita now, off toward the shelves stacked with saltines and canned vegetables and snack cakes. Toward all the posters of Laurel. Again and again, her face. Her unblinking eyes.

“I like to talk to people,” Felicia says. “It makes the time go by faster. Especially in a place like this.” She gestures around the empty store. “I ask people how they’re doing. I ask people how they think other folks are doing. It makes the time go by, sure, but it also gets you answers. I think you know my eldest, Kelsey. She says that I pry. But I don’t think she’s right. See, prying, actually, is separating one thing from another. Pulling things apart. That’s not what I do. More the opposite, really. I try to piece things together.” Felicia brings her gaze back to Ayita. “That’s what I’d do for mine. That’s what I’ll do for yours too. Until you need something else. If ever.”

“Sounds like Kelsey would be in better hands than Laurel.”

“Hush now,” Felicia says. “You got the word out on the news. People all over are looking for her. And, most importantly, Laurel knows you. She’ll know you’re doing everything you can.”

“She’ll come back. Don’t you think?” Ayita hears her own voice thicken. But she doesn’t let herself fall apart.

Felicia nods, gently. Like she knows Ayita is fragile now. Like she might be fragile forever. “You know, it could help to get out of here. To get out of town. Take a break. Rosebud can watch Nadine. Or you can all get away. Take a breather.”

Ayita looks up. Wonders if she’s hearing Felicia right.

“Just an idea,” she says. “It might help. And I still got my key to your place somewhere. If you need me to check on the house or anything. You just let me know if I have to dig it up.”

“I’m not going anywhere.” Ayita gives a partial nod, afraid that she’ll shake tears from her eyes if she rocks her head too strongly. She hands Felicia three twenties and bolts before the woman has time to give her any change. Ayita gets out the door, into the parking lot. She wants so badly to toss the bottles she’s just bought in the trash. She wants so badly to not need them.

But she does need them.

She gets to the car and makes sure the doors are locked. And, as if the locked doors keep all the sounds inside, Ayita screams, but the scream becomes weeping and the weeping becomes coughing until all Ayita can do is try to catch her breath. Fucking Felicia. And that fucking store. Laurel’s face surrounding her that whole time, and she hardly even noticed? How will she ever find Laurel when she can’t even see her girl’s face when it’s right in front of her?

Your girl? Barron says. She’s our girl. Always has been. Just because you hide her from me doesn’t mean she’s any less mine.

Ayita presses on her head wound again, trying to push Barron away. Trying to drown him out with a different kind of pain.

Takes more than that, babe, Barron says, now thumbing the wound along with her. Ayita winces. The world goes a little blurry from the pain.

It will take the drink to get rid of him. It always does. A shot of whiskey, a glass of brandy, a pull of vodka. An ache is never enough to do the job. Barron has to be burned away. To be put asleep. Just a quick sip of whiskey might be enough to keep him at bay. Just a taste before Ayita heads back to the house.

Ayita opens the whiskey and takes a sip, right there in the parking lot, and she’s right. It’s just enough to keep Barron quiet until she pulls up to the house. It’s just after 10:00 a.m. when Ayita gets to the kitchen and pulls a glass out of the cupboard. Ayita wants him all the way gone again. As gone as he was for all those years.

Laurel’s not here to keep me away from you anymore, A, Barron says. And clearly Nadine takes after her old man. Ayita looks over to the china cabinet. To the fracture in the glass. Aren’t you proud?

“Was Nadine right?” Ayita says out loud. “Was it you? Did you really take her?” Maybe Barron doesn’t just want Laurel. Maybe he wants Ayita alone even more.

Barron doesn’t answer her, so Ayita pours the glass of brandy into her mouth, knowing that a few swallows will get him drunk enough that he’ll fall asleep.

*   *   *

As the days go on, Ayita and Nadine don’t speak. Ayita’s world keeps flattening into shades of gray. Even smells and tastes fade. Brandy no longer burns. It just goes down like water. Every day, Ayita’s body feels less and less real. Less and less solid. Everything else is starting to fade away too. The coffee that Nadine brews for her each morning tastes like water now. Unless it tastes like secret whiskey. On the days that Ayita can’t leave her bed until the afternoon, there’s a cold pot of coffee waiting for her. Though Nadine and Ayita have not spoken, they have an understanding.

The first time Nadine made it, it was an apology for pushing Ayita into the china cabinet. For the elbow to her chest. For the raised voices. The apology was gritty, bitter, too strong, but it went down anyway.

Now the coffee is something else. More like a plea. The smell is supposed to get Ayita out of bed. Maybe it is the gesture that is supposed to get her out of bed. A reminder that she still has one daughter to be a mother to. A reminder that even though sometimes there are people who don’t come back, there are also people who never leave. Some people don’t disappear. Though it seems that most do.

Still got me, babe, Barron says, his voice reminding Ayita of her thirst. This morning, the cold sorry-coffee isn’t enough, so Ayita goes to the cupboard above the pantry and pulls down the bottle of whiskey. It’s already about half empty. It’s all she has to quiet Barron. That might be the cruelest thing of all. That he is both disappeared and lingering. That Ayita has lost so many, but Barron refuses to let her be.

Perhaps, at first, this is what Ayita saw in Barron Taylor—a person who would never leave.

Perhaps, in Barron, Ayita sought the promise of wholeness. When they met, he seemed so easy. Easy to trust. Easy to know. Nice and simple, and that simplicity was a salve. He was an easy piece to fit into Ayita’s shattered little puzzle. Maybe that’s why he’s soaked into her so fully, even now.

Because when we were good, we were real good, Barron says. The whiskey she drank moments ago, the whiskey she’d fed to both of them, made him nicer. It always does. It always softens him, as it always had when they were together. Then, eventually, he sleeps. We fit perfectly. We were both blank. We could build whatever we wanted.

But he’s right. Her mama had broken away from any other family Ayita had, swept her away from her father, and, in doing so, everyone else. Mama started new after leaving South Carolina, making Ayita begin from scratch. From nothing.

Ayita thinks of the comfort there is in being blurred away in the bathwater or softened by the heat of whiskey. She thinks of how peaceful it can be when the world falls away. Sometimes nothing is better than anything—than everything.

We were all we had, Barron says. Remember?

Because she was young then, Ayita felt a certain lightness from being alone. Maybe it was just that she didn’t understand that that lightness was really emptiness. That the lightness she felt was not from levity but from brokenness. She didn’t understand that at the time. But Ayita did understand that family was a thing that could be built. She didn’t want to feel light anymore. And Barron made her stomach turn to a nervous stone—the good kind of nervous, the hopeful kind.

It was good for a while. There was no denying that. But it was bad for longer.

I’m still here for you, A, Barron says. You’re still mine.

Nadine may be right. A man like that, a man who could take anything, who could make anything his own—of course he could take a child. Especially if he considered Laurel half his. It was also obvious that Barron is an expert at disappearing. Ayita has not heard from or of him since he left. How much harder would it be to make someone else disappear with him?

But there is one more thing for Ayita to consider: There is no way he could have known about Laurel. Ayita can’t think of a way he could know. When he left, seven years back, Ayita hadn’t yet learned that the girl was growing inside her. Ayita hadn’t yet known that Laurel was part of the heaviness that pressed her to the bed.

All those years ago, it was Barron who had made Ayita feel whole—even if that wholeness came with a terrible price. Even if, when they shattered, they didn’t fully separate.

What if Nadine is right? That it is Barron who broke in and tore them apart once again. If he found out about Laurel, it would only make sense. When he left the first time, there was no mercy in his departure. He was not leaving to keep them from harm—Ayita was sure it was the opposite. Barron wanted her to fall apart. Wanted her to fail Nadine. It was his last attempt to poison them. At least, until now.

*   *   *

Someone is saying Ayita’s name from another room. From a wall or two away, a familiar voice is saying, You need to get up. But it’s not Barron’s voice. Not this time. Light is coming through the olive curtains, giving them a yellow heart. Ayita reaches for the covers to try to shield her eyes from the brightness, but she wrestled them to the floor in her sleep. Get up, the voice says again. If you don’t get up, I’m going to—

The voice fades. It sounds so much like Laurel’s voice, but that can’t be. Laurel is gone. She is somewhere else. She isn’t at home. But she is standing right there, in the doorway. The yellow heart stains the locks of her hair, turning them to gold, and the darker strands melt into the shadow of the room. If she is here, why does she sound so far away?

Maybe she is close, but hidden. Maybe it’s like hide-and-seek, like when she was five. It seemed so long ago now. Laurel would hide behind the kitchen door or crouch underneath the coffee table in the den. Her laugh always gave her away, high and brief like the ring of a bell. Her small body could hide in so many places, but she always found the same nooks and crannies.

But the body in the doorway is stretched and tall, too thin to be Laurel. The hair is too long, the face too stretched, the elbows too bony. The arms of the body flicker. Something cold splashes on Ayita’s face.

“Mom, it’s four o’clock. You need to get up.” It is Nadine. Her backpack is sitting at her feet, an empty glass in her hand. The clock that Nadine reset each time Ayita unplugged it flashed 4:02 in big red digits.

Ayita can’t tell if she is crying or if it’s just the water running down her face. “I’m sorry.”

“Don’t tell me you’re sorry.” Nadine picks up her backpack. “Just get up.”

Maybe Ayita falls asleep again, or maybe there is some darkness that takes the time even when she doesn’t close her eyes, but when Ayita looks at the clock again it is 4:42. The only reason she looks is because Nadine is standing in the doorway again. Ayita winces, preparing herself for another faceful of water when she sees the glass in her daughter’s hand but then notices that it is empty. Even through the dark of the room, Ayita can see how tightly Nadine is holding it, the skin of her palm pressed into the crystal.

“Get up.”

Ayita turns away from Nadine. But her body freezes when she hears the glass shatter. It hits the wall, just above the headboard, not even a foot from her head. The glass comes down like bits of hail, and Ayita shields her face with her arm. Feels the shards land in her hair, in the hollows of her face. She wants to speak but fears glass filling her mouth, so her teeth clench together. In her head she is saying Nadine’s name, but her teeth hold it in.

The glass stops falling, but now Nadine is over her, shaking her. Ayita can smell her own ripeness as Nadine makes the stagnant air in the room move. Nadine just keeps saying get up get up get up as shards dig into Ayita’s back and her neck—her eyes and mouth closed tight in fear of more water, more glass, a palm, or a fist. Ayita opens her eyes. Everything blurs from the dark of the room and her eyes having been shut so tightly. Nadine is crying, and the shaking has stopped. No more shaking. Just both of them, trembling.

“I need you, Mom.”

*   *   *

Ayita sits, leaning against the kitchen table with her hair pulled over her shoulder so Nadine can see all the glass in her skin. The tweezers are cool on her skin and her blood feels like hot little rivers trickling down her back. She hears Nadine sniffling as she pulls out the sharp things. Nadine is collecting all of the red bits of glass in an ashtray. Ayita is surprised by how many pieces there are. There must’ve been a lot of pieces she couldn’t feel.

“No need to cry, Sunshine.” Ayita keeps the pain out of her voice as Nadine plucks a bigger piece out of her shoulder.

Nadine stops sniffling. She seems to stop breathing, apparently too focused on digging out the shards, or perhaps too focused on not crying.

“Unless you need to,” Ayita adds.

For a while there is silence. Too long a silence for Nadine to be holding her breath.

Nadine stops prodding for a moment. “I’m not sad anymore.”

“Oh, honey. It’s hard to process. Even after all the weeks. It feels like forever.”

“I’m just not sad anymore.”

“You don’t mean that.”

“I’m angry. I’m so angry, Mom.”

As the days go by, Ayita begins to understand that rage. It comes as acid in her belly—a warmth, a pain. Maybe all the rage that Ayita thought Barron had taken with him when he left had been sitting under her skin all this time. Maybe, now that he’s come back, now that he’s found his way into her head, all his rage lives in her. Eventually, it is all she feels when she hasn’t drunk herself into numbness.

Just rage, because Barron has poisoned her. He is deep in her head. Spreading like a root. Draining everything like a weed. Taking up so much space that Ayita can hardly think of Laurel. And he has taken Laurel. He must have. Nadine must be right about that, because Laurel could not have run, and no one else could have broken in undetected. He has broken in and taken everything, but somehow, he still lingers.

Ayita does what she must. Because Barron must be found. Ayita calls the news.

Though she does not know it, next to the manicured blond woman from Channel 27, Ayita looks sick. Three weeks back, the first time she had spoken to the news anchors, she had been a different woman. Gone is the worried-sick version of Ayita with teary, distracted eyes. Gone is her soft, pleading voice. There are no tears in her eyes this time. Just redness. As if she just wept. She has. But the redness is also from all the drinking, from her rage.

This time, Ayita’s gaze does not fall away from the camera. She is focused. Her jaw clenched—the bones so much more visible now. She is thinner, after all. Much thinner. The veins and tendons of her neck push out, as if the threads of her are coming loose.

“Since we last spoke, there have been no substantial leads on your daughter’s case,” the blond anchor says. “Do you have any thoughts on this, or hopes for the future of this investigation?”

“I know my daughter is alive,” Ayita says. “I still believe we can find her. I still believe we can get her home.”

“It’s good to hear you’re so hopeful,” the blond woman says, looking to the camera, which is aimed at Ayita like a gun.

“I’m not hopeful,” Ayita corrects her. “Because they haven’t found him yet. The man who took her.”

“You say that as if you know who took her.” The blond woman seems to try her best to sound neutral, but she’s clearly perplexed. “It has to be Barron. Barron Taylor. My ex-husband. Laurel’s father. He has to know where she is.” The words sear through Ayita’s teeth. “I know he has her. And he has to bring her back to me.”

“You’re saying you believe that Mr. Taylor is responsible for your daughter’s disappearance in some way?”

“No one else is capable of this,” Ayita hisses. “Barron Taylor—you’ve torn this family apart before, and I won’t let you do it again. Laurel is my girl. She’s mine. She’s never belonged to you. I don’t know how you found her. I don’t know where you’ve taken her. But you will bring her back to me.”
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