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         PRAISE FOR

         In the House in the Dark of the Woods

         “A tale of myths and magic… and of dark psychological suspense. Something like a fairy tale and something like a thriller”

         Shelf Awareness (starred review)

         “An engrossing scramble of fairy tales… The book’s greatest strength is striking, sensual prose”

         New Yorker

         “An extraordinary piece of hallucinatory brilliance. A supercharged fairytale with an atmosphere I will never forget”

         Lenny Abrahamson, director of Room and The Little Stranger

         “Hunt’s accomplished prose creates the atmosphere of possibility and danger that lurks in the best fairy tales… Highly recommended for fans of that amorphous border between fantasy, horror, and literary fiction as found in the work of Kelly Link, in Joy Williams’ The Changeling, or in Angela Carter’s The Bloody Chamber”

         Booklist (starred review)

         “The eerie, disturbing story of one of our perennial fascinations – witchcraft in colonial America – wrapped up in a lyrical novel of psychological suspense”

         Bookbub

         “This dark fairy tale will make even seasoned horror fans shudder”

         Publishers Weekly

         “Beautifully delivered example of literary horror… this atmospheric book still absorbs like the best dark fairy tales and will leave readers chilled to the bone”

         Library Journal

         “Tackles witchcraft in colonial America, providing a mythology that’s sure to disturb”

         Bookriot

         “Part psychological thriller, part fairy tale, part mystery, and entirely Hunt’s own”

         TaraShea Nesbit, author of The Wives of Los Alamos
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        Deep into that darkness peering,
      

            
        Long I stood there
      

            
        Wondering, fearing
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        CHAPTER 1
      

         

         I TOLD my man I was off to pick berries and that he should watch our son for I would be gone some good while. So away I went with a basket. I walked and picked and ate and took off my shoes. I left them to sit by themselves and tromped my bare feet in the stream. Along I went straight down the watery road, singing and smiling under the sun. The water was fresh and clear and I went farther away from our home than ever I had before. It was nice in the field on the far bank of the stream so I lay down and warmed my wet legs and tried to think of a song as clear and fresh as the water to sing that evening to my son. There would be sweet fish in my song and young frogs and green fronds to wave the good long length of it. Weakness would not be in my song. There would be no harsh word. My man would sit silently and listen.

         A noisy band of blackbirds swept over me as I lay there. I leaped up and thought to recross the stream and find my shoes, but the blackbirds had all landed in the trees in the far woods. They were making such a clamor that I thought they were laughing at my bare feet so I ran to them and banged my basket and scattered them away. Into the woods I went, following the birds at first, then finding berries, riper and redder where the sun could catch them at the edges of the glades. Light came spilling down everywhere, and as I stood in one of its bubbling pools I saw at a distance a little girl dressed all in yellow running through the trees. I thought I heard her laugh too but it may just have been one of the blackbirds laughing as it flew or a pleasing trick of the wind leaping in and out of my ears.

         There in the wood my promise to my man and boy to bring home spring berries to eat with cream from our milking cow came to seem not just a promise I had made but one that I could also keep. This was not a dinner of fat, fresh rabbit for me to ruin. This was not a torn shirt for me to forget to mend. This was not a story whose tail I would take off with my carving knife for having thought of a better one. Fresh spring berries in a bowl. What sweeter end to any story? So I went from glade to glade and bush to bush and plucked and ate and filled my basket. After a time of wandering, I came upon one of the first folk filling a leather sack. When he saw me he dropped all his own treasure and shook his head angrily and pointed back the way I had come. He was small and slight and despite the beetling of his brows had a strange, sweet look about him, so I laughed and walked straight over, lifted his sack, and set it smartly in his hands. I told him that there were berries enough for all who wished to harvest them, and when he set his jaw and shook his head and pointed again, I told him he was just being greedy and that greed was a sin and that if he wasn’t careful, God would come to punish him. I trotted away but not toward the stream. It was too early. I did not have enough berries yet.

         On I went. A woods can be a miracle of light and shadow. A woods can be a place to dream. Long ago, my father once told me, handsome men and women went to the woods to feast and dance. I’ll feast now and dance later, with my boy and my man, we’ll all dance together as I sing my song, I thought. I popped one fat red berry into my mouth after another. I laughed aloud at the memory of the angry face my fellow gatherer had made at the sight of me.

         Presently something pricked my bare foot so I sat to feel at it. Sitting, I realized I was tired. I lay with my feet in the sun and the rest of me in the shade. I pulled my bonnet low. It chafed me so I untied it then I took it off. Two white butterflies flew past. The first of the spring. My man’s face then my boy’s flashed fast before me. I closed my eyes. I slept.
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        CHAPTER 2
      

         

         THE SUN was gone from the glade and gone almost from the world when I woke and took up my basket and went hurrying back the way I had come. I smiled a little but didn’t mean it when the oak and ash and box elder began to grow tall around me and my trot turned into a run. There are fears in the airs and on the earth that can call up a fire in your heart whose ash will blacken all hope. This was not such a fear; it was just the little toe or finger of one. I stopped running and wiped my brow and realized I had left my bonnet behind. I shifted my basket from one hand to the other. I stood with my legs planted sturdy and gave a laugh, for I had never liked that bonnet, blue with a frill of tender flowers. A gift from my dead mother.

         I took a sniff at the air to see what it would tell me. But the smell was bitter somehow and weak and I could make no meaning of it. There came a crackling as of steps a way off in the dusk light and for a moment I thought it was my fellow berry hunter, but it was not him. It was not my husband and it was not the girl in yellow either. It was no one. I hooked my basket on my arm and thought to say a prayer but found it hard to bow my head and press my hands together, so I set first to walking then running again. When I stopped it was because I had caught a root and had fallen, and as I was rising I remembered I should feel at the trunks of the trees to see where the moss grew best. I felt at one tree and then at another. The moss was scattered thick and cool, and even on the third tree it grew hardiest on one side. But then I couldn’t bring to my muddled mind in which direction the moss liked to grow. My man had told me. Had told me in case I was ever in the woods and felt lost. It was a great wide new world we had come to after we had left our troubles behind and he had told me were I ever to wander into its shadows, the moss could help me find my way out again.

         Now in its shadows I was. With wet moss tufts at my fingertips. Far from all fair guidance. Alone and now it seemed to me I could hear my son crying through the dark. Weeping for his mother lost. And that I could hear myself, somehow, holding him tight in my arms, crying with him, my cry deeper and longer, almost a howl. Off toward this crying I ran. And realized, when I began to catch speed, that the ground was falling away beneath me and though I liked the feeling of racing downward I stopped because I had not, in coming, climbed any hill. My basket was gone now too. There was little moon and the air seemed made of black butter. Some mist was about. I moved slowly through vines that crept across the course of walnut and hickory. Now and again I stopped, trying to hear what I could hear beyond my breathing. There were bats at work. Bigger things too.

         In our new-built barn we had had an owl to visit just the past week and it had chased away the many pigeons that had fouled our sheep and goat stall, fouled our cow stall, fouled the soft dirt over which we came and went each day. The owl had stayed in our rafters long enough to see off the doves and pigeons and then it had left again. My son had found the bones of a rabbit beneath its roost, and my man had hung its skull above the door from a piece of purple thread he took from one of my bobbins and said it would keep the pigeons from coming in again. I laughed at him and earned something sharp when I said I didn’t think such work was godly, but so far he was right. Often he was right. No new pigeons had come. Now, here, an owl went its swooping way through the trees and something squealed. My legs were heavy when I heard this squealing, long and loud, so I did not run. I thought I saw eyes off in the darkness, eyes open at the very minute of their own ending, but how could this have been, for there was almost no light in the woods, just the smallest sliver of a moon?
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            CHAPTER 3

         

         THROUGH THE dark woods I walked, thinking less and less of my son and of my man with his thread and skulls, and of what was godly and what was not, and more and more of my feet, which were bruised and wet with blood. My man, I thought, would have found my shoes and brought them back to the house with him when he started to wonder at my long absence. Or he might have filled them with spring flowers—snowdrops, asters, and sweet daisies—to welcome me back from my walk. Now the flowers would be drooping. Or my shoes themselves would droop, there in a heap with the others, where my man had dropped them by our front door. Dropped them and set the latch so that when I came home I would have to knock. To beg entrance. Thinking of my shoes taken from the stream and lying now in a heap and the door latched against me, I bit my teeth together, breathed hard through my nose, and clenched my fingers into fists. I hit my fists at the sides of my legs. “Don’t be weak,” I said to myself. I laughed scornfully for having said it aloud. No need for foolishness so far from home, I thought. A woman came out of the darkness and touched my arm.

         At her touch, all my fine, false courage curdled into a kind of sob and my eyes flared wildly and I have wondered since why I did not leap back when she put her hand on me, leap and run. For here in the flesh was what I had feared most, or thought I had, someone else abroad in the woods with me. Someone with a knife, a cudgel. Someone with nails long and sharp. Still, this woman bore neither of these things, that I could see, and her nails were cut down to the quick. She had a dark string tied around her wrist, a leather pouch slung over one shoulder, and a smaller bag of sailcloth hung from her waist. There was a long, thick scar down the side of her right cheek. Smells foul and fair slipped from her but the first thing that sprang from her mouth was a laugh of her own.

         “I am Captain Jane,” she said. “And not the ghost you look as though you’ve seen!”

         “What are you the captain of?” I said.

         “Of all you see, deary.”

         “I see only shadows, only you.”

         She laughed again and said I must come with her, that whether she was truly captain of anything or no, she would pilot me to safe harbor where I could drop my sails, set my anchor, and tend my poor feet.

         “Why would you help me?” I asked.

         “Are you not lost?” she said.

         “As lost as I have ever been in this wood of yours.”

         “It is not my wood, but I will help you through it just as I have helped so many others.”

         “Have there been many others?”

         Captain Jane touched me again, touched my hand this time. “Come,” she said. Her fingers were long and warm, and, though she was not so old, they made me think of my grandmother’s, who would sometimes watch me when I was at my littlest, long ago. I had not thought of her in some time and I found some cheer in the memory of her and of her soft, long-fingered hand clamped good and snug over mine as we would walk here or there near the house. I did not much hold my son’s hand, which was rough and clammy and touched at things it shouldn’t, and I wondered if my man did. Perhaps he did. They walked together well and often enough.

         Captain Jane did not hold my hand, of course, but I followed her through the dark woods and when my feet, bruised and torn, began to slow me, she took a root from her small bag and bade me chew it, and before even I had chewed through all its bitterness I felt the pain begin to dull and then fade. My tiredness fell away from me too and whether some stronger trace of the moon had come to trouble at the shadow we swam through or it hadn’t, it seemed to me that I could see better and farther, that my eyes, always strong, had become lanterns to pierce the dark. When I told Captain Jane this, she smiled over her shoulder and said it was a powerful root, one plucked from deep soils that had never seen the stars. Roots such as these had been sought after by kings to give to their queens but had only rarely been found. She was making a study of the underparts of the earth, where secrets grew.

         “Are you an herbalist, then?” I asked.

         “I have walked these woods for a fine many number of years now and made a study of such things even before I arrived,” she said.

         “You gather at night?”

         “Only at night.”

         “You walk with the ghosts, then.”

         “But am not one myself!”

         “How can I be sure?”

         “You can’t, but if I were a ghost it’s not here I would walk, for I come from far away, from a village in a valley that lies the year round in shade.”

         “Do ghosts get to choose where they walk?”

         “Some do, some don’t.”

         “You are well-schooled in ghosts!”

         “I am well-schooled in many things, my dear.”

         “I know something of ghosts.”

         “Do you, now?”

         “Don’t we all?”

         She stopped short, gazed long and carefully at me, said, “How do I know you’re no ghost yourself? A ghost washed up on the shores of these woods to haunt me?”

         Her look was sharp and serious. She took a step back as if to better gaze. I started to say that I wasn’t a ghost, that I was flesh and blood and firm in my step, that I was not gray at my eye, nor dead at my pulses, but she snorted merrily and wiped her nose and gave me a playful shove at the shoulder to show that she was taking all we said in stride and fun. The root was in my head and I had forgotten my feet entirely and I smiled at my own confusion and gave her a sturdy shove back. I asked her other questions and she answered them, sometimes by nodding, sometimes by winking, and then there was a silence between us and into this silence a wolf howled.

         “It chills the blood,” I said.

         “As it’s meant to,” she said.

         “My man shot a wolf when we still lived by the sea. Which is where I would walk—by the sea, I mean—if I were truly a ghost and could choose.”

         “Out over the waters, on top of the waves?”

         “And down below, where shells grow slow and sailors sing in their graves.”

         “There is no sea where I am from.”

         “Where would that be?”

         She pointed off into the dark distance, then let her hand drop. Another wolf howled as her hand touched her thigh.

         “Has your man killed other wolves since that first one?” she asked.

         I shook my head for I did not know. He was often away from us with his gun. Sometimes he came back with good meat, deer butchered on the trail and carried to us in bloody bags. Recently he had brought a brace of pheasants. He loved best to eat the birds of the forest. He said that after he ate pheasant he could fly in his dreams. He gave the prettiest feathers of the birds he shot or snared to our son, who sometimes made me string them in his hair. I have never liked to eat wild birds. Their meat lies too thinly on the bone. My man rarely spoke of his trips abroad. He rarely spoke anymore at all.

         “I have a wolf cloak now to wear when it is cold,” said Captain Jane. “There is nothing warmer. I have it fresh from its former owner. She will miss it terribly but it is mine now.”

         “Did a wolf give you that scar on your face?”

         “It was not a wolf.”

         “We ate the wolf my man killed.”

         “Did you wear it afterward?”

         “My husband traded the pelt.”

         “A shame.”

         “The meat was fine and fat. I didn’t expect it to be.”

         “I have eaten wolf too. Of course I have. I have eaten so many things.”

         “It was a hard winter. Even with the town nearby we were down to boiling bones and boiling them again. I was carrying my son still inside me. My son was born, my mother died, and we left to come to this part of the country soon after.”

         The wolf howled again and another, nearer by, answered it. Captain Jane smiled over her shoulder and laughed, and I saw a light through the trees.

         “Here we are, deary. Here we are, you poor dear,” she said.

         I had thought Captain Jane was leading me to her own house and that I would soon see her wolf-skin cloak hanging on its wall, but she turned as I started forward and began to stride back into the trees. I stopped and called after her but this time she did not turn, said only that I would see her again, that Eliza would care for me now if I would only go and step through her door.

         “Eliza?” I said.

         “It is a common enough name!” The voice that said this came from the house. It was high and handsome. I turned and saw the front door had opened. A woman stood just inside it. She was lit from behind so I saw only an outline of long, buckled hair. I paused and thought of leaving.

         “Don’t be afraid, Goody,” she said.

         “But I am afraid,” I said.

         “Of what?”

         “I left to find berries for my man and boy, that’s all.”

         “And what did you find instead?”

         I shrugged. I shuddered. The woman beckoned and I went to her. She put a hand on my shoulder and I stepped through her door.
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        CHAPTER 4
      

         

         I HAD wandered in the night for such a time that it took my eyes longer than I liked to adjust to the light of this Eliza’s fire and candles and lanterns full of oil. It would be dawn soon and she liked to greet light with light, she told me as she bade me sit at a bench by the fire where a small black pot bubbled and steamed. Just as, she said as she ladled water from the pot into a basin and instructed me to place my feet in it, she liked in the evening to greet dark with dark and, fires for heat and cooking excepted, wouldn’t suffer any flame to be lit until a day had gone completely to its grave. The water was more hot than warm and my feet were so badly bruised and cut that I cried out when I put them into the basin.

         “That’s a pretty cry, Goody,” said Eliza. “I cry like this.” She gave out a sharp sound that made me think first of a fox then of a hawk. Then she put the backs of her hands against the waist of her skirt and said, “No, I think it must be more like this.” This time the sound seemed to come from the back of her throat or the root of her tongue, and it was deeper and louder both, like heavy cloth taken in the teeth and torn.

         “Make your cry again, Goody,” she said.

         But I was tired and shook my head, and she said she understood, that it was only a bit of play, for she was in high spirits to have a visitor and had slept well and not walked away the long night without any shoes as I had. She put a woolen throw over my shoulders and said I should rest and she should be quiet and soon the night would slink away to count its accomplishments and day would come.

         “It will come again,” she said.

         I started to answer then didn’t because I realized I didn’t know whether she had meant the day or the night, or in truth what she had meant at all.

         While I soaked my feet, Eliza chopped then mashed a smart pile of fragrant herbs she had pulled from pegs on the walls. She did not speak or make strange cries any longer, just sang quietly a little, and, as my eyes had grown accustomed to the light, I was able to look around. The front room of her house was large and neater by far than my own front room with its pile of shoes and my man’s gun and the toys he had carved for our son. My man often complained about the state of our front room and about the size of the webs the spiders built in its corners and of the size of the spiders themselves. He had often enough made us both kneel in the dust and beg forgiveness for the sin of my sloth, but there would have been no cause for kneeling and begging here. Here everything glistened. Everything gleamed. There were no cracks in the sturdy stone walls, no dust on the well-laid wood-plank floor, no work-worn clothing and soiled rags heaped on the backs of the three chairs. No old food in buckets and bowls. Often I did my cleaning, when I did my cleaning at all, in the night when my man and my boy were asleep and the fire was but a bit of glowing ash and glistening ember. I could work loudly as I liked, for my man’s snores filled the house to bursting and there was no one to tell me I had missed a spot and so must beg God’s mercy when I hadn’t even started sweeping yet. Sometimes I spoke aloud to those snores he made. The answer was always one I liked. “Have you finished with this bit of meat that fell from your beard?” Snore. “Have you brought at last the gold cup and the silver plate you promised I would have when you carried me so far away from my home by the sea?” Snore. More than once I came to stand beside him as he slept and pick crumbs from his beard and stare into his open mouth. He did not like me to do this. He did not like this at all. My son never snored but I stood very close to him in his sleeping sometimes too.

         “There!” exclaimed Eliza and I started a little because I had dozed. She was crouched beside me, sprinkling her herbs into the basin with one hand and ladling in fresh hot water with the other. She must have been out in her gardens to work while I dozed, I thought, for there was black at the tips of her fingers and under her nails. I started to tell her that since she kept everything so neat, she could use the water in the basin to wash them, then stopped because I couldn’t remember if they had been like that when I arrived.

         “Let your sad feet soak a little longer, then I will rub and dress them,” she said cheerily. “Perhaps when I do you will cry out again.”
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        CHAPTER 5
      

         

         WHEN I woke I was no longer in Eliza’s big bright room but on a raised pallet in a small room at the back of the house, and I could hear an unhappy pig squealing somewhere beyond its thin walls. I lay still a moment to remember where I was and how I had got there. I made it in my mind as far as Eliza’s bench and fireplace but could go no farther. It filled me with wonder to imagine Eliza lifting me up and carrying me into this place. She was slighter by some sure measure than I was. Perhaps I had woken enough to help her guide me here but not enough to remember it. Sometimes my man carried me to our bed, but he was half a giant and despite everything I had always leaped up into his arms. Once at our old home by the sea, to show a cousin that he could, he had carried me in one arm and our son in the other all the way out to the water, where he had dropped us both in. Our son had sunk straight to the bottom. He sat there waving at the emerald weeds with his hands until I plunged down and pulled him up. Not content to let the show stop after the first part of his play, my man made to haul us, wet as we both were, back up under his arms. I said dunking me and drowning our boy was game enough for one day.

         “He’s not drowned!” said my man, and though I protested, and our boy bit and scratched, my man soon had us back in his clutches.

         We all had palms full of sugar when we returned to the house, even our son, though he was very young. Most of his sugar went down his chin and onto his wet shirt, where it glittered. My man’s cousin had brought the sugar to us from town. He had brought a pair of chickens in a wooden box and wax for candle-making too. He and my man had fought before the evening’s end. They had moved on from sugar to tasting the cider and telling tales with my mother, and the cousin had been whittling the end of his tongue. Ever sharper it grew. My man begged my mother’s pardon, then dragged his cousin out the door, said he’d had enough of his gifts and glances in my direction, and threw him off of our property. As I watched, the cousin seemed to go sailing through the air, arms and legs flailing, straight toward me. I saw it clear as that. I started because even when I opened my eyes, I did not think he would stop.

         “You have made your cry again, Goody!” said Eliza. She had unlatched my door and come in to stand beside my bed. She was wearing a bright blue dress. There was mud spattered across its hems and there was mud mixed with red under her fingernails and on her wrists.

         “Have you been hunting berries?” I asked.

         “Berries, dear? Were you traveling in your sleep? Is that what made you cry?”

         “I was dreaming of home.”

         “I dream of home too.”

         “Is this not your home?”

         “Were there mountains in your dream?”

         “We lived for a long time by the sea. Often I dream of it.”

         “In my dreams there are the mountains.”

         “Tall mountains?”

         “Tall enough.”

         “I heard a pig earlier.”

         “Yes, I have just killed one.”

         “But it’s not the time for pig killing.”

         “Is there a time? I wanted to be sure we had fresh meat for a feast. I have leave to kill as many pigs as I want.”

         She had become ever so slightly vexed or a little worried or both, it seemed to me, as she spoke.

         “Leave from whom?”

         “You must come and see him.”

         I sat up at this and stood and, though my feet were bandaged and hurt terribly, hobbled out on her arm. For if there was a host I must thank as well as this hostess, I wanted to do it straightaway. My mother had always taught me to give thanks as nicely as I could, to do it well and quick and to make a curtsy as I spoke. I thought of all the thanks I had given and all the curtsies I had made when I lived still with my mother and even afterward and it irked me—even there on Eliza’s arm—some small amount to do so. I had never liked much to bob and smile as my mother had made me do for tinkers, bakers, toothless goodwives, blacksmiths, and even the nameless men who had sometimes helped us with our cows. Still, I put a broad smile on my face as we came around the side of the house and I prepared to dip my head and pull at the side of my skirts. The world has its ways and we do well to abide by them. But there was no host or any sort of a man of the house waiting for me when we got there. It was only a little pig Eliza wanted to show me. Out in the mud of the yard. Still dying of its cuts and not full grown. The knife she had used lay on the dirt beside it. There were half a dozen more pigs of various sizes crowded together in a pen nearby. All of them watched us. I had never seen pigs standing so neatly in a row and barely blinking their eyes. My feet felt like the little pig looked, but I went over to it on my own, took up the knife, and quickly put an end to its loud panting.
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