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Prologue

The mountains had always kept their secrets. They folded into one another like ancient giants at rest, their spines draped in pine and shadow, their hollows heavy with mist that never quite burned away, even in summer. Locals said the fog was alive—that it carried voices of the dead, and if you listened too long, you’d find yourself walking deeper into the dark than you meant to, never to return.

On the night the storm broke, the mist felt thicker than breath. It clung to the ridges and seeped through the narrow back roads that coiled like veins around the valley. Lightning split the sky, briefly illuminating the roofless church that stood at the edge of town, its steeple long fallen, its pews rotten. The stones of its graveyard shone wet and slick, their carvings nearly erased by time.

A figure lingered among those graves. Tall. Unmoving. More shadow than flesh. His face was pale in the lightning’s flare, his eyes catching the strike with an unnatural gleam before the darkness reclaimed him. He had stood there countless nights, waiting—for what, he no longer pretended to know. Perhaps penance. Perhaps a reason to still exist when everything worth existing for had long since turned to dust.

The world had changed around him. The coal mines emptied, the towns dwindled, the young fled to cities and never came back. Only he remained, bound by something older than the ridges themselves. Hunger tethered him, yes—but also memory. He remembered a girl once, with hair the color of wild honey and a laugh that had made him forget what he was, if only for a heartbeat. He remembered the taste of her blood, too, and the sound she made when her heart gave its final protest against his kiss.

The storm dragged on, and with it came a scent—subtle, human, alive. His head tilted, nostrils flaring against the rain-soaked air. Someone had returned to this place, someone untainted by generations of mountain bloodlines grown thin. A stranger, yet not a stranger. Youthful. Fierce. The kind of heartbeat he had not heard in decades.

His lips curved, sharp as the lightning tearing the sky. Fate had a cruel way of circling back. And though he had vowed never to touch the living again, he felt the oath cracking like glass underfoot as the pulse in the distance grew louder, clearer, calling him out of the fog.

The mist thickened, swallowing the last of the graves, curling along the road that led down into town. A car’s headlights cut briefly through it before vanishing. He followed. Quiet. Patient. Ancient hunger in his veins stirring awake.

The storm would pass. Morning would come. But he knew already that nothing would be the same.

The road curved like a black serpent down the ridge, and he moved with it, no sound to his steps though the gravel hissed beneath the tires of the approaching car. He did not rush. Hunger made him sharp, but centuries had taught him patience. Prey always came closer when it thought itself safe.

The headlights cut across him for a breath, and he let them. To mortal eyes, it would be a trick of the rain, a branch shifting, a shadow where no shadow should be. Yet he felt her eyes catch, drawn without understanding to the shape standing too still in the storm.

She did not know him. Not yet. But he knew her already in the way predators knew the rhythm of a deer’s steps, in the way a wolf scented weakness. Her pulse, even muted by glass and distance, called to him—quick and nervous, full of the restless energy of the very young. She was early in her life, still trembling on the edge of choices that could break her one way or another. She was not shaped by the mountains the way the old families were, weathered and suspicious. She was different. Untouched.

The car slowed near the curve where the church fell away into shadow, tires hissing as though the machine itself sensed reluctance. He imagined her inside, one hand on the wheel, the other brushing damp hair from her face, her lips pressed together in unease. He saw her even without seeing: skin warmed by summer sun, eyes that carried both curiosity and wariness, the kind of softness that had not yet been carved into hardness by years of disappointment.

Lightning threw his silhouette across the trees. She looked again. This time longer. Her heartbeat quickened. He smiled.

Then the car pressed on, swallowed by fog as it wound toward the valley. He did not follow—not yet. His hunger demanded he take her now, drag her from the road, press his mouth to the frantic pulse in her throat until nothing but silence remained. But desire of another kind checked him, unfamiliar yet remembered. It had been lifetimes since he’d felt the urge to wait.

Patience, he thought, tilting his face to the storm. She was not here by chance. The ridges had called her, as surely as they held him bound. The mountains were cruel, yes, but they were never without design.

And so he let her pass into the valley, her small car glowing faint in the fog, her heartbeat like a distant drum. For now, he would watch. For now, he would let her dream she was safe.

The storm broke fully then, the rain falling in silver sheets, washing the graves clean. He turned back toward the ruined church, hunger gnawing him hollow, lips still curved in something sharp and dangerous.


Chapter One

By the time I crossed the county line, the radio had turned to static and my phone was doing that stubborn one-bar dance that means “you’re on your own, sweetheart.” The mountains rose and folded around the road like the backs of sleeping animals, their ribs draped in fog that the afternoon sun couldn’t shake loose. I rolled the window down and the air slid in—wet and green, full of creek-smell and pine and the faint metallic tang of a storm that had raked the ridges before me. It tasted like childhood and warnings, like my grandmother’s voice saying don’t you go calling into the dark; there’s things in these hollers that answer back.

I hadn’t heard that voice in almost two years, not since I left for Knoxville and then farther, and then for nowhere at all. She was gone now. I was twenty-three and back in a rusted Corolla with a trunk full of mismatched boxes and a coffeepot that never really worked, driving home because there was nowhere else left to go and because a house with a sagging porch was still a house, even if it came with taxes I couldn’t yet imagine paying. The road narrowed as it climbed, switchbacked through laurel thickets until my knuckles went sore on the wheel. Kudzu swallowed fence lines in green quilts. Lightning bugs winked on though dusk wasn’t quite here, as if the valley kept its own clock.

I passed the roofless church on the ridge without meaning to look and looked anyway. It had been losing pieces of itself all my life—the steeple gone first, then the windows knocked out by some joyrider, then the roof caving after a hard winter. The graveyard pitched toward the drop-off, stones shouldering one another for space, names eroded down to suggestions. For a second, my headlights slid over the open doorway and the rain-beaten pews inside seemed arranged for a congregation of ghosts. Something stood too still beside the porch, a vertical seam of shadow that didn’t move when the trees did, and my breath snagged like thread on a nail. I told myself it was a post. A trick of light. The storm had left me jumpy. I pressed the gas, and the road swallowed me whole.

Hollis Ridge—the living part of it—announced itself with a flicker of neon from the Sinclair that had never changed its green dinosaur sign, a Dollar General that sprouted like a hardy weed on the main drag, and the diner where the pie was always “almost out” unless you were somebody’s cousin. I pulled into the gas station mostly to let my hands stop shaking. The awning rattled under the last spit of rain. Inside, moths battered themselves silly against the fluorescent light while an old man with forearms like hickory roots watched a muted ballgame and didn’t bother asking if I needed help. Maybe it was the way your face shows you’re from here even when you’ve been gone. I took a bottle of water and a bag of sour gummy worms to the counter and slid a crumpled five across the glass.

“You back for good or for trouble?” he asked without looking up from the screen.

My mouth felt dry. “What makes you think there’s a difference?”

That pulled his gaze. His eyes were the washed-out blue of creek glass and they did a slow, careful walk over my face. “Storm settled strange,” he said. “Fog don’t want to lift. That old church keeps catching folks’ eyes like it’s the only place on the ridge. You watch yourself at night, miss. Don’t go opening up when you hear what you think is a neighbor. And don’t let nobody talk you into saying ‘come in’ unless you mean it.”

I waited for the grin, the gotcha, the you know how folks talk. It didn’t come. He handed me my change like he’d just told me to keep fifty in the tank before a long drive and went back to his game. I left the bell on the door to tattle on me and stood a minute under the awning, watching the mist fold around the road. The hair rose on my arms without the excuse of a breeze. I had the strangest sense that the ridge itself had turned its head. That something in the tree line had settled into a patient, intent stillness the way cats do when a bird lands.

The house sat at the far end of a one-lane road that used to eat mufflers for sport. The ruts were deeper now but the map of the way was still in my bones—left at the mailbox with the chain hanging, right at the dogwood my grandmother used to tie strips of red cloth to, the old superstition for luck. I parked in front of the porch I remembered as bigger and stepped out into a world that smelled like wet earth and rosemary and old wood. The screen door whined like I owed it an apology. I set my palm against the frame and felt the grit of salt under my skin.

There was a line of it laid clean along the sill, not old, not caked yellow by humidity, but fresh, like someone had poured it yesterday and hoped it would still be there if they needed it tonight. Over the door hung a little rusted cross hammered out of two bent nails, the kind my grandmother kept in a jar with the pennies no one would spend. A sprig of something—rosemary or rue—was tucked into the corner, brittle but not yet broken. I had the key. I also had the sense that turning it might be a small kind of betrayal, a using-up of something I wasn’t sure how to replace.

Inside, the house was exactly itself: the dim hallway lined with photos of people whose faces I’d loved without knowing all their names, the creak in the second floorboard, the bowl by the door where we put keys and river rocks and wishbones wrapped in foil. Dust had done what dust does; it lay lightly over everything like a gentle claim. I set my boxes on the kitchen table and turned on the tap until the water ran clear. The first drink was metallic, then sweet. The storm kept muttering on far off, a conversation I wasn’t invited to.

On the counter, someone had left a letter under the sugar bowl. The bowl was blue pressed glass, heavy and cold, the one my grandmother always swore made the white look whiter. The envelope had my name in her hand, not the careful script she used on church rosters but the easy slanted scrawl she used for me. A dried calendula petal had stuck to the flap; when I peeled it up, it released a papery ghost of summer.


Baby girl, it began, because she never once called me Avery unless I’d deserved it. If you are reading this, it means you came back the way I told you life has a way of circling a body back. I won’t waste words, because the dead seem to have more time than the living. Remember what I taught you. Salt at the sills. Nails over the doors. If you hear three knocks after midnight, you don’t answer. If you hear your name and it sounds like me, you don’t answer. If a handsome stranger asks for a drink at the threshold, you don’t answer. Prayers work. So does iron. So does your good sense. The ridge keeps what belongs to her, but she bargains fair. And if you’ve forgotten everything else, remember this: don’t invite a thing in that you wouldn’t let sit at your kitchen table in daylight with its hands where you can see them. I love you. I’ll love you as long as the creek runs. —June


I sat down before my knees thought to do it for me and put the heel of my hand to my eye until sparks danced. The sour worms from the Sinclair lay forgotten on the counter, grinning their sugar smiles. Grief is a strange animal; it comes months late with mud on its paws. It fills the house before you can tell it to wipe its feet. The letter was ridiculous and exactly like her. Folklore wrapped around common sense like twine. Half the county would call it mountain nonsense. The other half would keep the salt fresh and not say why.

Night came quicker than I wanted. The ridge made a bowl of the sky and the light poured out of it by degrees until what remained was the low blue of a bruise. I set lamps where the cords would reach, turned them on though the bulbs were too yellow, and made the bed upstairs with the sheets that smelled faintly of cedar. The wind did that hollow thing in the eaves that had got me out of bed a hundred times as a kid to check for clogged gutters. I told myself I would go to the Dollar General for better bulbs tomorrow and maybe batteries and maybe a lock that didn’t look ashamed of itself.

I couldn’t shake the sense of being regarded. It wasn’t the neighbor’s cows or the stray dogs that ran the back fields. It wasn’t the way houses creak when they’re relearning the weight of your footsteps. It was a pressure, not heavy, not yet, but precise—the way you know when someone has leaned in close behind you and has not yet touched you, but the air has shaped itself into their outline. I caught it strongest at the window above the sink, where the yard fell away into a tangle of blackberry and young ash and the tree line began like a rule. The fog pooled there, bright as milk in the porch light, and held itself as if it had decided on me and was waiting to be asked.

“Don’t be dramatic,” I told myself out loud, which is exactly the sort of thing only people who are absolutely being dramatic say. I opened the drawer and found the junk of every house: rubber bands gone to brittle, a roll of electrical tape, three batteries that had migrated away from any device, and the old iron nail my grandmother had once put in my pocket when I had nightmares. For monsters, she’d said, with a look that made me laugh at the time and cry now. Iron for what the prayers miss.

The clock over the stove ticked its brave plastic tick. Eleven, then half past, then after that. I ate a bowl of cereal that tasted like cardboard and childhood, washed it down with more metallic water, and stood long enough at the back door that my reflection changed to match the waiting in my face. Twice I thought I saw movement at the edge of the fog: a shift like a shoulder, a darkness that decided it wasn’t a tree after all and then decided it was. Both times, my heart went fox-quick and then calmed, embarrassed to be that young inside my ribs. Twice, I almost said hello into the night because there are instincts that will get a girl killed, and one of them is wanting to make the uncomfortable comfortable.

At a little after midnight, the house settled with a noise I felt in my bones. In the same breath, the wind dropped. The quiet wasn’t the ordinary kind. It was the sort that eats the song of the crickets and the drip from the eaves and holds them in its mouth until you ask for them back. I could hear my own pulse. I could hear the starter in the fridge hitch and catch. Something grazed the porch rail with a soft, deliberate sound, like a fingertip finding the grain of wood.

And then came the knock.

It was polite. That was the worst part. Three careful taps that made no demand and every promise. I froze with the spoon still in the bowl, milk climbing the stainless like a tide. The knocks came again, exactly the same and not one hair louder, as if whoever stood there had all the time in the world and would not spend an ounce more of it than needed.

The letter under the sugar bowl burned a square into my mind. I set the bowl in the sink as quietly as I could. My feet knew where the hollow boards were and I avoided them, though who I was trying not to wake, I couldn’t have said. On the closest lamp, the chain clicked loud as a shot as I pulled it. Darkness firmed against the windows. The night pressed its face to the panes like a curious child.

“Avery,” said a voice through the wood, and it put my name in its mouth like a taste I had forgotten I wanted.

I would swear to this: it did not sound like my grandmother. It did not sound like anyone. It sounded like the storm when it is far away and coming closer. It was low and smooth, a little amused, as if he had known all along I would end up here, in this house, with iron in my pocket and salt on the sill, and he had let me have my hours of pretending I wasn’t being watched. My blood went warm and strange. Some part of me—the part that had run for cities and ran out of money anyway, the part that had loved badly and learned worse—stepped toward the door as if the floor had tilted.

I put my palm to the wood. It was cool. On the other side of it, silence gathered. I could imagine the shape of him without having any right to: tall enough to find the top hinge without stretching, still as the graveyard statues that pretended angels and were not, with eyes that did not belong to any good night. The porch boards didn’t complain. He was light on them, or he was impossible.

“Who is it?” I asked, because I was young and my instincts tried and true as a moth’s.

A pause, and then the smile in the voice. “Someone who’s been waiting.”

The latch felt flimsy under my thumb. Behind me, the house held its breath like a mother in a doorway. The iron nail in my pocket weighed nothing and everything. My grandmother had put it there years ago with a joke and a kiss, and I had kept it because some loves make you superstitious.

On the counter, the sugar bowl glowed a quiet blue. In the yard, the fog shifted as if the whole night had leaned closer to listen.

“Good sense,” I heard June say in my head, dry as salt. “Use it.”

I took my hand off the latch. The quiet on the other side didn’t change. Whoever he was, he didn’t rattle the handle or knock again. He stood and let my heart talk to me about fear and want until I understood they had the same voice. I tried to think of the version of myself who would say invite, and the word tasted like honey and ash.

“Not tonight,” I said, and my voice wavered, but it was mine.

After a moment, the porch seemed to empty. Not with footsteps—there were none—but with a subtraction, a withdrawing of intention. The air filled again with small, ordinary sounds: the cricket choir shaking out its sheets, the drip at the eave finding its rhythm, a night bird naming itself twice. I stood there until the clock said foolish things about how little I would sleep. When I finally went upstairs, I closed the bedroom door and pressed the nail under the pillow like a child, and I let the house lay its old bones around me.

Somewhere out in the trees, something smiled without teeth. The ridge kept her bargain. The mist slid down the slope like a curtain, and the dark taught me the lesson I had forgotten: what you don’t invite can still find a way to make itself at home in your head. I thought of the shape by the ruined church. I thought of a mouth at my throat and a voice at my door and a promise I couldn’t quite hear, and I slept like a hunted thing—light, alert, and dreaming of someone waiting where the porch light ends.


Chapter Two

Morning in the mountains was always too bright, as if the sun had to prove something after a night of fog. It leaked through the lace curtains in narrow, accusing beams, cutting the dust into golden motes. My head ached with the dull weight of sleep that hadn’t been sleep at all, more like dozing with one ear open and my bones braced for a sound that never came again.

I rolled out of bed and put my feet on the warped floorboards, half-expecting the nail under my pillow to have vanished, spirited away like some fairy-tale bargain. It was still there, cold against my fingers. A ridiculous comfort, but I tucked it into my pocket anyway.

The house smelled faintly of cedar and mildew. I opened windows to let the morning in, even if it was sharp with the bite of damp air. The ridge seemed quieter in the daylight, but not safe—never safe, I thought, though I couldn’t have told you why. The woods pressed close, thick with green and shadow, and for a moment I swore I saw movement in the underbrush. Not a deer. Not a dog. Taller. Still. Watching.

I shook it off. Coffee first, paranoia later.

The machine coughed and sputtered like it resented being remembered, but it gave me a pot strong enough to burn the lining of my throat. I sipped it black, leaning against the counter, trying to make lists in my head—groceries, bills, the things grown women did to keep their lives from collapsing. But every time I thought I had it under control, last night’s knock came back to me. Three measured taps, a voice through the wood saying my name.

By late morning, I forced myself into jeans and boots, slid the nail into my pocket, and drove down into town. Hollis Ridge wasn’t much—one main street that curved like a question mark, bookended by the Sinclair on one end and the diner on the other. Between them were a handful of shops with peeling paint and uneven sidewalks, and a courthouse square that hadn’t seen a trial in years but still flew the flag.

I parked in front of the diner, figuring I owed myself eggs and toast before groceries. The bell over the door gave its brittle announcement, and the woman behind the counter looked up with eyes that flickered with recognition.

“Well, I’ll be,” she said, wiping her hands on a stained apron. “If it isn’t little June’s granddaughter. Thought you’d gone off for good.”

“I thought so too,” I admitted.

Her smile softened but didn’t last. “Sorry about your granny. She was a good woman. Always knew how to keep a house… safe.” The pause on that word landed heavier than I liked.


I ordered coffee and breakfast, listening to the clatter of the grill and the low murmur of a few old-timers in the corner booth. Their conversation cut off when I walked by, then picked up again in the coded cadence of gossip. I caught fragments: back at the house… not wise… blood’s still strong in that family.


The hair on my neck prickled.

After breakfast, I stepped back out into the bright crush of sunlight. The square looked ordinary—kids on bikes, someone sweeping a storefront, a dog barking in the distance—but I couldn’t shake the sense that the whole town had turned to glance at me when I wasn’t looking.

That night, back at the house, I found the salt line on the sill disturbed. Just faintly, like a fingertip had dragged through it.

And I knew I hadn’t done it.

I stood staring at the salt line far longer than I meant to, the hair on my arms bristling. It wasn’t broken completely, just brushed, as though someone had drawn the pad of a finger through it and stopped before wiping it all away. I thought of raccoons, of drafts, of a dozen excuses, but none of them made the shiver in my chest ease. I swept the grains together and poured a fresh line across the sill, my grandmother’s voice muttering in the back of my mind.

Later, after sunset, I found myself restless. The house pressed in around me, too quiet, every board creak reminding me I was alone in a place that didn’t quite feel mine. I grabbed my jacket and drove back down the ridge, telling myself I just needed groceries, normal things like bread and detergent and cereal that wasn’t stale.

The Dollar General’s parking lot was mostly empty, just a couple of trucks angled under the humming streetlight. Inside, the air was sharp with lemon cleaner and something sweet going bad. I picked a basket and wandered the narrow aisles, tossing in milk, bread, a box of tea, trying to pretend the unease from last night hadn’t followed me here.

It was at the back of the store, near the shelves of canned beans and soup, that I felt it. That weight of attention again, subtle but deliberate, like a string tugged tight under my ribs. I turned, expecting some familiar face from town.

Instead, a stranger leaned against the far endcap, half in shadow, as if he’d always been there.

He didn’t look like anyone from Hollis Ridge. Not the weathered farmers with their lined faces, not the passing hikers with gear and mud on their boots. He was too still, his clothes too clean for the dust of the road, his dark coat falling perfectly even though the store’s ceiling fan stirred the air. His hair was black, a little long, his skin pale in a way that wasn’t unhealthy but deliberate, like moonlight. And his eyes—when they lifted to meet mine—caught the fluorescent light and held it, too dark, too sharp.

My throat tightened.

“Evening,” he said, voice low, smooth. Not southern. Not from anywhere near here. But it slid over me like warm smoke, softening my knees before I knew it.

I nodded, trying not to look like I’d forgotten how words worked. “Evening.”

He glanced toward my basket. “Stocking up?”

“Trying to,” I said. “House doesn’t keep itself.”

A small smile touched his mouth, quick and unreadable. “No, it doesn’t.” His gaze flicked toward the windows, where night pressed thick against the glass, then back to me. “You live up on the ridge, don’t you? The old June Harlow place.”

I froze, groceries clutched in my hand. “How do you—”

“I remember her,” he interrupted, voice softer, almost fond. “Your grandmother. A woman who knew the old ways.”

Something cold licked at the base of my spine. “You knew her?”

His smile widened just a little, not quite kind. “Everyone knew her. She kept the ridge… quiet.” He studied me as though the rest of the store had fallen away, as though there were only the two of us in the whole town, the whole county, maybe the whole world. “You look like her.”

The silence stretched until I couldn’t bear it. I shoved a can into my basket, heart hammering. “I should—uh—get going. Long day.”

He inclined his head, a gesture too old-fashioned for a man his age, too deliberate. “Of course. Don’t let me keep you.”

I pushed past, feet moving faster than they should, half afraid if I lingered I’d forget I had anywhere else to be. At the register, I kept glancing over my shoulder, but he hadn’t followed. When I finally stepped outside, the lot was empty, the night air cool and damp on my skin.

But as I unlocked the car, I swore I heard it—low, almost amused—the echo of a voice close against my ear.

Someone who’s been waiting.


Chapter Three

By the time I climbed the last switchback and the gravel gave way to the rutted strip in front of the porch, the groceries thumped against one another like uneasy hearts, and every shadow on the ridge had learned my name. Fog had gathered in the holler while I was gone; it lay low and luminous, a slow river of milk pooling at the fence and pressing its bright face to the porch steps as if it, too, wanted to be let inside. The porch light threw a faint amber bowl that caught a furious halo of moths, their wings beating themselves to paper against the glass. When I cut the engine, the quiet that followed was not the friendly kind. It was the old quiet of the mountains that said: I was here before your house, before your road, before the idea of you, and I will be here when you forget how to say your own name.

I carried the bags in two trips and set them on the kitchen table, promising myself that ordinary motions—milk in the fridge, bread in the breadbox, a dozen eggs with shells flawless as moons—would bully the air back into normal. The tap complained the way it always did when it had gone a few days without work; the water ran rust-brown then cleared to cold and metallic. I drank and listened for the sounds I could count on: the shiver in the old pipes, the hum so faint you could miss it under your breath that meant the fridge had remembered its job. The house aired its old bones around me with a slow settling sigh. I told myself that was all I was hearing.

Then I looked at the back door.

The line of salt June had taught me to lay across the sill that afternoon—carefully, evenly, with the patience she had always demanded of me when I was more speed than sense—wasn’t a line anymore. It was a crescent, broken clean as if someone had pressed a fingertip through it and leaned in to study the empty space they made. The grains that should have been a neat thread were scattered like rubies if rubies were made of winter. I felt cold seize my wrists the way creek water does when spring is late. I wanted to be the girl who said raccoon, who said draft, who said I must have done that when I came in, clumsy with bags. But the gap looked deliberate, and the confidence leached out of my excuses as easily as the color had run from the sky.

I swept the salt with the side of my hand into a little hill, then poured fresh from the canister into a new line, thicker than before. The grains made a sound barely more than breath as they slid, and I realized I had been holding mine. I added a nail above the frame—not one of the neat little ones meant for picture wire but one of the hand-forged things June kept in an old tobacco tin under the sink, black as river stones and heavy as promises. I tapped it into the wood with the heel of my shoe, felt the vibration travel up my arm, and remembered the way she had pressed the first of those nails into my palm when I was nine and scared of what I couldn’t name. For monsters, she had said, like she was handing me a peppermint to keep my stomach from turning. Iron for what the prayers miss.

I went window to window and found myself studying each sill as if the salt could write back to me. Most were undisturbed, little white borders you could pretend were just for keeping bugs or bad thoughts at bay. But in the kitchen, and again in the tiny back mudroom we’d always used for boots and hickory sticks, the lines had been marred the same way—one clean drag, as if a careful hand had tested the edge of a rule and smiled. I couldn’t see prints. There was no smudge of mud or ash, no tidy whorl left by oil, nothing human. Only proof that something had leaned close enough to touch and had decided I should know it.

As I refilled the mudroom line, the memory unspooled of June’s voice when the power would drop during a storm and we sat at the kitchen table with the blue-pressed sugar bowl glinting in the candlelight. “You don’t mind a thing you don’t mean to keep,” she would say, pouring salt in a ring around a mason jar as if we were playing at spells. “And you don’t feed a thing you don’t want back at your door. Folks think wards are about fear. They’re about manners. You set terms and you keep them, same as you would with a neighbor who borrows your rake and forgets to return it. Everything in this world understands a line. It’s the ones that pretend not to you have to watch.”

“Has anybody ever pretended not to?” I had asked, too curious for my own good, too in love with the way stories opened like trapdoors beneath ordinary life.

“Mr. DeWitt over to Maple Row,” she’d said, and I had watched the candlelight change the planes of her face, make her look younger and older all at once. “Courted by trouble sweet as a peach and twice as sticky. Liked things that wore a pretty shape and stood too close to the window. ‘It’s only a voice, June,’ he told me. ‘It ain’t even knocked yet.’ But a voice is a knocking if you listen for it. That’s lesson one.” She’d taken my hand and set it against the wood of the table, the grain running under my palm like a current. “Lesson two: thresholds are older than the ridge. Respect yours. And don’t go calling into the dark unless you’ve got a price set and a way to pay it.”

I had laughed then, the way children do when the story scares them and they want to prove it doesn’t. Now, standing in my kitchen grown and tired and hollow with a fear that wanted to be called by another name, I didn’t laugh. I laid the salt, and when I was done I put the canister in the center of the table like a little altar, as if salt itself could be a prayer simply by being present.

The light leaked away. I replaced the bulbs in the two lamps that could reach outlets and set them burning, though their yellow cast looked more like old teeth than comfort. The fog climbed the steps, polite as a guest waiting for the invitation, and pooled against the glass with an insistence I could feel from across the room. I would swear the air tasted different as night took the yard—sharper, a little sweet the way honeysuckle is when you pull the thread of the blossom and touch it to your tongue, and underneath that sweetness something that made the animal in my blood put its ears flat.

I made myself a list at the counter in case making a list could convince the universe I had control over anything: bulbs (bright ones), batteries (everything size), a heavier lock for the back door, maybe two; a new kettle, tea, aspirin, a flashlight that didn’t require shaking to perform. The letters wandered at the edges where my hand wouldn’t quit trembling. I shoved the paper aside and went to the cellar because, for better or worse, the things that could make me feel less helpless were down there.

The cellar stairs had the careful shallow rise old houses favor, built by someone who understood that knees fail before stubbornness does. The air changed by degrees as I went down, trading the resin of pine and dust that lived in the house proper for damp and stone and the faint iron scent of the earth itself. A single chain hung from the joist at the bottom; when I tugged it, the bulb flared and steadied, making a circle of light on swept dirt and old shelves. June’s hand was everywhere—jars labeled in her slanted scrawl, bundles of herbs dried and hung with twine, horseshoes rusted to beauty, a tin of nails like the one in the kitchen, bottles of blueing and homemade lye, a box of candles sorted by thickness the way other people sorted silverware.

I ran my fingers over the jar labels as if they might be warm from her touch. Rosemary, rue, yarrow, St. John’s wort. There were papers stacked in a pie safe—doilies, recipes, loose pages written on both sides, some torn from spiral notebooks, others on the backs of letters where the return addresses had faded. In the middle of the stack lay a little ledger bound in cracked black, the kind a feed store might have used to run a tab by pencil for men who forgot cash and paid in promises. I opened to the first page and found June’s writing and, beneath hers, another woman’s older hand, narrow and angular, and beneath that, another, as if the book had passed from pocket to pocket across the lives of women who kept houses at the edge where the woods begin.

The entries weren’t recipes. They were weather and memory and warning: “Fog walked the creek on Sunday. Ruth Ann’s boy let the east door hang open while he fetched wood. Woke to prints on the sill and the goats wild-eyed.”—“Sweet milk souring in the pail again. Said aloud the name of the thing that paces the ridge and the lightning took the oak next morning; do not call a thing what it wants. Call it stranger. Call it traveler. Call it nothing at all.” — “April blood moon. Someone left coins on the church steps for the mercy of it. Coins gone by dawn, fog stayed all day.” — “Do not bargain on your threshold. Do not bargain in the yard. If you must bargain, do it at the crossroads where no one owns the ground, and wear iron at the wrist.”

I felt the sense of being watched even in the circle of the little bulb and looked up, half expecting to find the shadow of someone tall and still at the top of the stairs. The doorway was empty. The fog pressed to its cousin in the ground and held still. I turned another page and found an entry in June’s hand from a winter when I would have been small enough to sleep on the rug by the stove and be carried to bed without waking: “He came to the door again, polite as scripture. Asked if the kettle was on. I told him I had nothing that would suit him. He smiled—that was for me—and he said: You’ll have a granddaughter who likes to ask for trouble by name. I said: She’ll learn her manners. He said: I hope not.”

The ledger went slippery in my hands like fish. I set it down more carefully than I had ever set anything in my life and wrapped my arms around myself, not because the cellar was cold but because something in me had split, neat as a seam. There was comfort in knowing June had seen him, had talked to him as if he were a neighbor you wished would move and never would. There was terror in knowing he knew me before I existed like more than an idea in the body of a girl who would be my mother. The line between past and present blurred in the damp air; the ridge made different years shake hands.

When I climbed back up, the house smelled of rosemary, as if the bundle I had tucked into the frame by the back door had released a sigh. The clock over the stove clucked its plastic tongue to say that midnight had been and gone and we were creeping toward the ugly part of night where even the brave feel small. I put the nail in my pocket, the biggest of the forged ones that wore a little notch near the head like the smith had put his thumbprint there, and I laid a palm flat against the wood of the back door because I didn’t know what else to touch.

The first knock when it came was so gentle the house almost didn’t bother to carry it, three careful taps that found the grain and made it sing. I felt the sound in my hand as much as I heard it in my ears, and the hairs along my arms stood like a field leaned over by wind. The second knock followed the first the way an echo becomes a decision. There was nothing frantic and nothing uncertain about either. The rhythm was made by someone who had known the patience of centuries and chose, tonight, not to spend any more than the three taps demanded.

“Avery.” My name came through the wood in a voice that didn’t belong to any place I had lived, a dark warmth that stroked syllables until they felt like a secret. He didn’t whisper, but the sound had the intimacy of it, the way the low register of a man’s voice does when he is about to say something that matters. “It’s late.”

“It is.” My mouth did the stupid, brave thing and answered, because silence sometimes feels like surrender. My voice sounded younger than twenty-three and older than the ridge. I slid the chain onto the back door, not because it would hold what the wood could not but because hands want work.

“I worried you’d fallen asleep at the table,” he said lightly, as if we were two people who knew each other’s habits and could make jokes about them. “You left the lamp burning in the kitchen. Fire’s greedy. I’ve seen too many houses go to ash because a bulb wanted to become a sun.”

“You’ve seen too much,” I said, and then bit my tongue. I had not meant to give him that admission, or the invitation that lay under it to tell me more.

“I’ve had time,” he said. A shift of weight on the porch boards, so slight the wood complained only in a note I felt along my ribs. “You shouldn’t be alone up here.”

I don’t know what I would have said if I hadn’t felt the hitch of want under his words. Not want as in hunger—though that was there, so strong it made my blood hot and then cold—but want as in recognition, as in the beginning of something that could curdle into love or ruin depending on who did the choosing. The house pulled my shoulder blades to the door as if it were a magnet and I was made of knives. I put my lips near the seam where the wood met wood. “Who are you?”

“A traveler,” he said, and I heard the smile in it like a low light. “A neighbor, of a kind. Someone who has been waiting.”

“For what?” My voice was a rasp. The nail in my pocket had warmed to my skin; I knew June would have approved of that more than anything else I chose to do tonight.

“For you,” he said without shame. The air went thin as if the ridge itself had turned its head. “For your house to smell like rosemary and cedar again. For the sound of feet that don’t drag from liquor or grief. For defiance. For you to stand where she stood and decide to tell me no.”

I leaned my forehead to the wood, careful that I did not let my mouth touch anything like a line. “You knew my grandmother.”

“I knew her manners,” he said. “I knew the way she kept her thresholds. I knew the way she said my name without saying it. I liked her for that. She liked me, too, when she pretended not to.”

“She didn’t invite you in,” I said, because I needed the sentence to be true for someone besides me.

“No,” he said. “She did not.”

The quiet after those words should have felt like victory. It didn’t. It felt like an arm around my waist I had not consented to and did not want to ask to remove. “Why are you at my door?” I asked, not because I expected an honest answer but because the question was a way to breathe.

“Because you are,” he said. “Because it’s a cold night. Because the fog carries sound badly and I prefer to be heard. Because you looked at me at the store and you didn’t pretend you hadn’t. You felt what you felt, and you’re very young and very brave for that. Because we are neighbors of a kind, and neighbors introduce themselves.”

“We met,” I said. I clung to the Dollar General, to the neon and the lemon cleaner and his coat that fell too perfectly in the stirring air.

“We did,” he said, and the memory of his eyes holding the fluorescents returned, a controlled eclipse. “But that was daylight. Daylight is untrustworthy. Everyone lies best at noon.”

“You want me to invite you in,” I said, making the sin plain and laying it at his feet like a dare.

He laughed, and the sound was not cruel. It was surprised, and then unbearably tender, and then hungry. “Yes,” he said simply. “Because it is easy. Because you want to. Because it would be kind to both of us, for different reasons. Because I would like to see the house with the light in it.”

“What happens if I do?” My fingers had found the latch in the dark; they rested against it the way a stray rests beneath a hand that has not yet decided if it will stroke or shoo.

“Then the rules change,” he said. “And the night becomes honest.” He let breath find my name again, slower this time, like a taste he meant to savor. “Avery.”

I closed my eyes because it was easier to hear with them shut. I saw the ledger in the cellar with three hands across the decades and the note that said he had stood here before, polite as scripture. I saw June’s looping hand: You set terms and you keep them. I saw the clean drag in the salt like a finger pressed and lifted, pressed and lifted, a child testing whether a parent sees. I saw my own face in the black flap of the window when there was no lamp and no moon to back me, a stranger trying to become a woman. “No,” I said, and it shook. “Not tonight.”

Silence gathered. He did not try the latch; we both heard the small sound my hand made coming off it. He did not knock again. The porch boards eased of weight until they were only boards again, old wood and nails and the memory of boots. The night’s small things found their voices as if someone had unpinched their throats—crickets remarking on the weather, a barred owl asking and being answered, far off a dog explaining itself to whatever moved at the edge of its chain. The fog settled, satisfied, and I felt the absence of him like the absence of a fever: the loss of heat did not feel like relief so much as a new kind of ache.

I pushed a kitchen chair under the knob because the movies had taught me that, then laughed too loudly at myself and pulled it back because the ledger and June had taught me thresholds answered to different laws. I checked the windows—curtains drawn, salt lines neat and whole, rosemary tucked in the corner of each one like a little soldier. The iron nail came with me up the stairs; I slid it under my pillow and felt foolish and safer both. The house breathed around me, old and earnest, and I lay on my back and stared at the beams like ribs and waited to be ashamed of how my body felt.

Sleep came like a tide I could not keep from my ankles. When it took me, it took me into a dream that didn’t wear the shape of a dream. The ridge was older in it, the road gone to trace and the church whole and bright with candles that burned without flame. I was myself and not; my hair heavier, my hands sun-browned, a blood-red ribbon at my throat because women used to tie promises under their chins. He stood at the line where the graveyard began, not on the steps, not under the steeple’s watchful cross. He was dressed in a cut my eyes recognized without ever having lived the year it meant, dark coat, high collar, the sort of boots that made no sound on leaves. His skin held the light like porcelain holds tea. He did not smile because there was nothing to smile at; the world had narrowed to the distance between us and the fact that we had gone to it willingly.

“May I?” he asked, and it was the same voice pressed through a century, dark and warm and polite enough to cut you.

“I don’t think so,” I said, but I took a step forward because the dream did not require me to have the discipline the night demanded. I smelled iron and rain and something like crushed violets under his coat where it folded; I realized belatedly that it was me, that I had crushed the flowers in my own fists on the walk because I hadn’t wanted to come with empty hands.

He bowed his head as if I were a lady he must greet correctly even here, and then his mouth hovered near the ribbon at my throat the way a moth does near flame. The first touch wasn’t teeth. It was the less dangerous hunger—the one for skin, for pulse, for the place where the name you were given beats. When his lips brushed the hollow, when his breath warmed the knot of the ribbon, the world narrowed to a pinpoint of light and I went toward it willingly. The dream knew where to stop before the nightmare began; it let me wake with the heat of that touch and not the pain. I woke tangled, the sheets twisted like rope around my legs, my breath too quick and my mouth tasting like I’d said something I would not admit to saying.
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