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“The place where all the victims died, the bloodlands, extends from central Poland to western Russia, through Ukraine, Belarus, and the Baltic States.”

—Timothy Snyder, Bloodlands


PART ONE:

A Good Marriage

SUZIE WAS LOST once again.

Mitch Webster was not worried. He knew she would turn up soon enough, wandering into the living room or the kitchen with that gentle, dreamy expression on her face that he had learned to dread, the fat tomcat named Max following, rubbing against her legs in the hope of getting a treat. She would call him Patsy. Patsy the dachshund had been dead for six years.

Mitch got up from his kneeling position in front of the fireplace where he had been patiently stacking firewood, his lower back responding with a flare of pain. The aches that a body accumulated as it moved inexorably toward its final destination were getting worse. Well, every man had to die. But he was determined to go into the darkness with his mind intact, and so far, his resolution seemed to work. As for Suzie . . .

It was not Alzheimer’s; the doctors said. They averted their eyes and spoke in smooth platitudes about “unspecified dementia” and “general decline”. These were sneaky codes for their ignorance and helplessness. But Mitch knew what it was. The love of his life was leaving him.

A door banged and Suzie walked in, shedding twigs and needles from the disheveled bunch of branches she carried in her arms. Could she be so far gone as not to realize that green wood was useless for fire?

She looked animated, her eyes sparkling, and his heart leaped, as it always did when he saw her. Forty years of marriage, and the magic was still there.

“What is it, darling?” he asked gently.

“I found it, Mitch! I found it!”

“Found what, baby?”

“The tree!”

“What tree?”

She pouted and dumped the branches onto the floor in front of the fireplace. Max scuttled away, his tail indignantly lashing his rotund sides. Mitch sighed. He would have to clean up the mess later, after Suzie went to bed. She often grew upset when he corrected her household blunders. She threw a fit when he was too conspicuous about laundering the red-stained lace curtains she had put into the washer together with a velvet throw.

“The singing tree. The ash! Come on, Mitch, don’t you remember?”

He had no idea what she was talking about, but then something stirred at the back of his mind. A fairy tale, wasn’t it? A guest at one of the dinner parties from the time when they still had dinner parties . . . He saw an ash-tree, rare in the redwoods of Northern California. What did he say? Ash, a pale tree. Ash, a maiden tree. Ash . . . a witch-tree?

“I thought we cut it down a long time ago,” he said uncertainly.

“No! It’s still there! Bigger than before!”

“What about it?”

“It spoke to me!” Suzie cried triumphantly.

Mitch felt a chill worm its way down his back. What if Suzie’s problem was getting worse? What if it was developing into psychotic delusions?

“Come on, Suzie!” he barked, desperate to force herself back into sanity. “Trees don’t talk!”

“Really?” she sneered. “What about that?”

She picked up one of the branches and thrust it into Mitch’s face. He drew away from the leaves that rustled loudly . . . too loudly.

He bent closer, listening. How could the leaves rustle at all when Suzie held the branch steady? And yet he could distinctly hear a soft susurrus, a humming overlapping sound.

He pulled back and stared at Suzie in horror. Was she infecting him with her madness? Was it his turn to succumb to the ravages of age that were devouring her mind? But she looked neither senile nor decrepit. The dusk erased her wrinkles, and the fire in the fireplace lent its glow to her cheeks and its luster to her eyes.

The voices rose from the greenwood like dripping sap, vague but overwhelming, shaping themselves into articulate words.

Song of youth

Music of rebirth

Ash will sing

Ash will sing for you

“What is this?” Mitch cried.

“The trees are speaking,” Suzie explained patiently, as if talking to the toddlers that their middle-aged sons used to be.

“How is that possible?”

“They’ve always spoken, Mitch,” Suzie said. “You know it. This is why we are here. Because they’ve always spoken to us. Trees are our friends.”

Yes, indeed. This was why they were here, in that isolated house in the remote Santa Cruz Mountains. This was why they always rejected the subtle and not-so-subtle hints from the kids that they should move down to the Peninsula and look for a nice senior facility. Because this was the place. The place of magic. They worshipped in the Church in the Woods but in truth the woods themselves were their church.

Suzie let the branch drop and smiled at Mitch, blinding him with her suddenly resurrected beauty. The branch rustled at his feet. The rest of the tree limbs scattered on the floor took up the chant. The firs and redwoods outside amplified it to the point of the volume being almost too high, the meaning almost too clear . . . 

Music of youth

Song of rebirth!

“They are giving us a chance, Mitch. A new lease on life.”

Ash will sing

Ash will sing for you.

“The trees live long and put out new leaves every spring. The trees know the secret of rejuvenation.”

Song of rebirth!

“Ash will sing for us, and we’ll be young again. Just as we used to be, my love!”

Ash will sing!

“Yes,” Mitch whispered. “Yes!”

The woods were magic, he had always known it. And if this magic wanted to reward him, give him back what the cruelty of time had taken away, why not?

Ash will sing for you!

“We’ll be young again!”

Ash needs to be fed.

You’ll feed Ash and he’ll sing for you!

“What?” Mitch shook himself, surfacing momentarily from the enchantment that enveloped him like the memory of Suzie’s smile on the day they met. “What does it mean?”

“Nothing comes for free, darling. We know that. You pay for what you want.”

“Pay? How?”

“Ash is hungry. Ash will feed. Ash will sing for you.”

Susie’s hair, still long and full, swished about her shoulders, its silver turning back into gold.

“Trees need to be fed. The soil here is thin and bitter. They’ll make us whole again if we give them what they want.”

Song of youth

Song of rejuvenation.

“I’ll bring tons of fertilizer if this is what they want!” Mitch cried.

“No, not chemical muck. Something else, something real.”

“What’s real, Suzie?”

“Blood.”


CHAPTER 1:

Homecoming

THERE WAS A face in the cabin’s window.

Ally blinked and it was gone. Just a spot of reflected light in the dirty glass. She twisted in the passenger seat, looking back at the ramshackle little hut made even smaller by the contrast with the impossibly tall trees that nodded over it.

“Somebody lives here?” she asked Carl.

“Nah! It’s been abandoned . . . like, forever. I don’t even know who it belongs to. The Websters may know.”

Yes, the Websters. And the Singers. And the Murphys. And the gay couple whose names Carl had forgotten. And Mike and Laura, whose name he pronounced differently every time. And some families who were of no account because they rented their mansions on the mountain rather than owned them. All the people Ally had not met yet. All her future neighbors.

The Tesla navigated yet another hairpin bend in the road, which narrowed down to one lane. Ally gripped the edge of her seat, trying to convince herself she could drive. She had received her international driver’s license from an outfit that would certify a blind man for an appropriate fee. Her Gucci bag slipped off her knees, the wallet flopping out. She quickly picked it up, reassured by its thickness. It held her license and her green card, along with her embarrassing and soon-not-to-be-needed passport.

Carl’s hands were negligently caressing the wheel. Square hands lightly dusted with . . . freckles?

Age spots.

The view was breathtaking. The road was dappled in gold and green as the sun broke through the feathery branches of Douglas firs. Under their thin crowns, curlicues of shed bark created a mosaic of bronze, ocher, and pink. Occasionally, the bright strawberry-colored trunk of a madrone flashed by like a ruby set in jade.

Another hairpin—and she gasped. The redwoods started here, slender giants piercing the pale sky whose light caught in their furry paws. Their size felt like a personal insult, reducing her to the insignificance of a bug crawling in the grass.

She glanced to the right and was surprised how far down the slope she could see through the sparse undergrowth. The tree colossi let few rivals flourish around their majestic trunks. The moss-covered ground was dotted with giant mushrooms. She blinked and reality reasserted itself: they were actually boulders, sticking up from the powdery soil. All proportions were askew here because of the redwoods.

“Pretty, huh?” Carl said smugly. “Like a fairy tale.”

“Fairy tales are not pretty,” Ally said.

He smiled indulgently and she squashed her irritation. He was a good man, she reminded herself. A kind and loving man. His occasional boasting was a small matter. So what if he talked as if the entire wilderness belonged to him?

Perhaps it did. Hadn’t he told her he owned a large piece of land along with the house?

They owned, she corrected herself. They.

She lightly touched her ring, a small modest affair, just like their wedding. But the diamond was real, and so was the marriage, and so was her status, and so was—

The car swerved sharply, its front wheels digging into the friable shoulder, scattering fir needles, hanging over the edge, the whole thing dipping, a kaleidoscope of light and dark, her strangled squeaking, as if she did not dare scream . . . and then it all stopped, and the car was back on the road, and Carl was swearing.

“Bloody deer!”

“Deer?” she whispered.

“Yes, didn’t you see? A silly bugger just about jumped over us!”

Had there been a deer? Had she actually seen a pale fawn shape streak across her field of vision, suspended in the air like a monstrous butterfly? Yes, she must have seen it. She had. It must have been a deer; what else would it be?

The past was so much easier to live with when you could edit it at will.

The Tesla pulled into a broad driveway peppered with gravel and moss. And here it was. The house. Her new home.

It was long, and slinky, and transparent, built into the long slope that led down from the road into the wilderness of tanoaks and firs. Coiling ground fog crawled up its glass walls. It blended so well with its surroundings that it appeared inconspicuous despite its impressive size. Most of its bulk was hidden by the slope and masked by the scatter of native bushes in the unfenced front yard. Above loomed the redwoods, leaning over the house as if curious to peek into the exposed lives of its inhabitants.

Carl jumped out and trotted toward the house. He paused in the covered walkway that led to the front door, looked back at her.

“Welcome home!” he said.

Ally got out of the Tesla, her legs cramping after the long drive. She stood there, gaping at the house.

Houses are supposed to provide shelter. Houses are supposed to be where you hide away from the night, and the things that walk in the night. Houses are not supposed to be open to the woods.

“Come on!”

She walked to the glass door, tottering on her kitten heels.

***

At least the kitchen was brightly lit.

It was huge. On one side it blended into a dining space fronted by French windows. On the other, it was separated from the enormous living room by a bar. The top of the bar carried a motley collection of knick-knacks which got in her way while she was making dinner, no matter how careful she tried to be, but the kitchen was so crowded with mementos of other lives that Ally inadvertently knocked down a framed photograph. She restored it to its place, noting that it depicted Carl with another man and two women. Was one of them Ros?

Well, what difference did it make? These people were of no consequence anymore. People of the past.

Everything in the kitchen was big, expensive, and confusing: the green Australian-stone countertops, the large island bearing an electric range, and several ovens that stared at her haughtily with their complicated dials. The hanging lamps in red and blue glass shades provided enough illumination (and got in her way) but beyond the French window was only darkness. The ocean of green was veiled by the impenetrable night. The glow from the kitchen petered in a snarl of shadows in the huge living room. And beyond the insubstantial glass walls the redwoods nodded and whispered in the dull sky. There were no streetlights. And no sounds from the outside, except the susurrus of the rising wind.

Ally deliberately clattered pots and pans—and stopped. It sounded like a provocation.

Her nights had never been silent. Not in Mama’s tiny apartment filled with traffic hum and the retching of the perpetually drunk policeman who lived next door; not when she was on her own and had to turn off the lights, so that the hammering on the door would stop and the men would go away; not even in the students’ dorms in Berkeley. Malika, her roommate, liked to hang out with girls in bright headscarves whose chatter in a language she did not understand was the background to Ally’s struggle with her Advanced Anthropology textbook.

The potatoes had been sliced and plunged into icy water, the meatballs oozed juices through their coating of breadcrumbs, the cucumbers and tomatoes for the salad had been chopped. All she needed was oil.

The countertop held several bottles of virgin olive oil from Spain and California, but nobody cooked with olive oil at home! She needed canola. Ally opened the enormous fridge and stared in disbelief at the supermarket-like display of sauces and condiments. Search of the freezer revealed stacks of frozen pizza and burgers.

Who kept the fridge stocked? It couldn’t possibly have been in the same state since Ros’ death, could it?

She closed the fridge. Carl was in his office, talking with some angel investor. Ally did not want to run to him with every paltry question like a little girl tugging on her Daddy’s hand. He was her husband, not her father. And she had never had—or needed—a father.

Ally looked around and saw the door: a smooth tawny wood, flush with the wall. She pulled it but it did not bulge, so she pushed it instead. The door swung open and she saw—nothing. Inside the doorframe was a rectangle of blackness. The light from the kitchen stopped at the threshold.

Ally reached inside and felt a shy brush, as if a mass of cobwebs met her questing fingers. And then something tangible nested in her hand—a cord. Ally tugged on it and a small bulb came on, revealing steep stairs going down. A basement?

She hesitated on the first step. There was a chilly draft wafting from the depth and she heard a scratchy sound like a mouse trying to run away. How big should a mouse be to make such deliberate noise?

Ally was not superstitious: nothing supernatural could be as bad as real life. But she was unwilling to plumb the house’s underbelly just now. Darkness outside and darkness inside; and the glass house a thin treacherous membrane between the two.

She began to turn when something made her look back.

Standing on the lowest step, just where the thin light dissolved into the murk, was a bottle of oil.

Ally sprinted out of the basement and slammed the door shut.

***

“Great potatoes!” Carl speared the last golden-brown piece on his fork. The meatballs were scattered around his plate.

Ally sipped her Mondavi pinot noir. The famous wine felt rough on her palate. The candles reflected in the window along with the red and blue lamps, making the glass wall look like an aquarium of dark water filled with luminescent jellyfish.

“You didn’t like the meatballs?”

“They’re a little . . . ” he shrugged. “Too much bread, maybe?”

“Sorry.”

“No, it’s okay. I can grab some burgers tomorrow. But you need to start eating meat, honey. Just look at yourself. A gust of wind could blow you away!”

There was genuine concern in his voice and Ally patted his hand in gratitude. There was no way she would share his burgers or taste her own meatballs. Ally had been a natural vegetarian since birth. Mama told her how, as a toddler, she would cry herself blue in the face when offered a piece of boiled chicken or a slice of kielbasa. To her credit, Mama had never tried to force her, simply accepting this oddity of her daughter’s and trying to find alternative means of keeping her alive, which was not easy in the penury and chaos of those ruined years. Ally would reluctantly drink kefir and swallow boiled eggs, but she adamantly refused to eat any meat. She herself did not know why. She was not a militant vegan and had no problem cooking meat for others, but the disgust that welled up when she saw a piece of flesh on her plate was as undeniable as physical pain.

She sipped more wine and felt her head fill with lightness like a helium balloon.

Carl smiled at her. The soft candlelight smoothed away a decade from his face, molded the hanging jowls back into a firm jawline, darkened the silvery hair to its original sandy color. She smiled back, giving another tiny push to her gratitude until it became affection.

“Let’s go to bed,” he said. “I’m pooped.”

She started stacking the dishes in the sink to wash them tomorrow. He stopped her and showed her the built-in dishwasher that yawned like a hungry mouth. By the time Ally filled it, Carl was already in the master bedroom suite, which occupied a separate wing of the house.

She turned off the lights and stepped out of the kitchen to face the cavernous darkness of the living room. It felt as if she had stepped into the forest. In the dark, the glass walls were invisible. The bushes reached out for her, the furry branches of redwoods scraped at the charcoal sky, and the dense firs wove the spiky tapestry of black on black. In the clearing that was the living room, the low shapes of couches and armchairs crouched like sleeping predators. Ally grasped a supporting pillar, took a step forward. Blurry shadows danced as the wind picked up. A whitish tentacle of fog slithered along the wall, keeping pace with her, and then a sharp bang came from behind her.

Abandoning her dignity, Ally ran to the bedroom suite and closed the door behind her. She found herself in a wide hallway that opened onto a tiled room with a marble spa and a sauna. To the sides of the hallway were two bathrooms, his and hers; two dressing rooms, and the master bedroom itself, door slightly ajar. Carl’s reassuring snores drifted out.

Ally peered into the spa room and quickly ducked back. The spa was glass-walled too, surrounded by gnarly shadows. Her bathroom, on the other hand, had proper solid walls and a cheerful flowery curtain. She relaxed.

Standing in front of the mirror, Ally pulled out the pins that kept her braids wound around her head. She shook her hair loose and it fell to her knees, a shiny waterfall, enveloping her slim figure like a golden cloak.

She was pretty but there were women prettier than her. She was smart but not a genius. She was tough and determined but so were millions of refugees and migrants washing up on the world’s unwelcoming shores. The only thing unique about her, the only attribute that set her apart, her only true wealth, was her hair. Mama used to call it “fairy gold”, and it turned out her fairy gold had an exchange rate, after all. It had bought her this fancy house, the joint bank account, and the husband to underwrite it all.

She quickly finished in the bathroom and snuck into the bedroom. Carl’s snores changed in pitch as he rolled over and threw his heavy arm over her. Normally, she had to steel herself to suffer the noise but now she was glad of it. It covered up the distant bang coming from the heart of the house.


CHAPTER 2:

The Witch

MORNING, AND ALLY was frying eggs.

Her messily done braid slapped her back as she scuttled between the range and the counter. She had not had the time to brush and braid her hair properly, a procedure that could take as much as an hour. Carl liked his breakfast early.

A rhythmic noise was coming from the basement gym where he was running on the treadmill. The door stood open and, in the fresh morning light, her night fears appeared ridiculous.

Carl came up, mopping his neck with a towel, his meaty shoulders straining his SLAC T-shirt. His belly, big despite his regimen of exercise, hung above the waistband of his shorts.

“Mm, smells good!” 

She kissed his sweaty cheek. His kindness made up for everything, even the fact that he was her husband.

She poured coffee from the coffeemaker that she was proud to know how to operate. Carl added cream and sugar to his; she put a slice of lemon into hers.

After breakfast, Carl took a quick shower and was on his way out the door, only pausing to toss the keys to the Prius onto the counter and instruct her to have dinner ready by 7 p.m. The bright yellow Tesla roared out of the driveway and disappeared down the snaky road. Ally was alone.

It felt as if the house suddenly released a long breath. She stood still, staring into the front yard, covered by a tangle of wild strawberries and native grasses. Front yards in Berkeley were small and pretty, bordered by a picket fence and boasting perfectly mowed lawns. Ally used to wander off Shattuck Avenue to gaze at the islands of soft grass with nodding irises and kids’ bicycles, trying to imagine herself in possession of such a paradise. And here she was, mistress of a place that would dwarf suburban homes ten times over!

She cautiously opened the front door. The cool air was intoxicating, spiced up with a medley of unfamiliar green smells. Everything here was a little off, even the pine scent which she remembered from her infrequent country outings with Mama before . . . well, before. But then the redwoods were not really pines, were they?

The trees were all around her, choking her field of vision with their endless shades of green: the tarnished emerald of tanoaks, the blackish viridian of firs, the hard coppery sheen of madrones, and the somber duskiness of redwoods. Carl had bragged how his house—their house—was situated in the open space, far from the suffocating proximity of others, but she felt hemmed in.

There were flowering bushes at the end of the driveway. Lilacs? Ally ran toward them, only to draw back in disappointment when she saw they were not lilacs at all. Not Mama’s favorite flower with its heart-shaped leaves and heavy clusters of fragrant blossoms. These flowerets were meager and stiff, their smell faint. Of course: the native Californian bush Ceanothus.

Ally turned back to the house. And almost stepped on something that looked like a length of copper pipe that crept away on a slimy skirt. The thing was a slug as long as her hand! She shook her head, torn between wonder and revulsion.

She went to her refuge: the bathroom and the dressing room where she could draw the curtain and not see the woods. But she could not hide there forever. Ally put on some of her new clothes, bought in Westfield Mall where she spent more money in one glorious afternoon than Mama had made in a year. She proudly emerged into the main part of the house, smelling of a Jo Malone perfume and wearing Free People jeans, only to shrink under the indifferent gaze of the wilderness. The emerald light was dimmer. The clouds were coming. from below, crawling upslope like large puffy whales. The sky above the treetops was still clear, but there was a dullness in the air like a disturbed sediment in muddy water.

Ally stepped out onto the backyard deck and saw in the gaps between the redwood trunks glints of blue and white: the bay and the salt marshes around it. She was struck by the sudden longing to be down there. There were people all around the Peninsula. And cars. And stores. And coffee shops.

A sharp knock shattered the silence.

Ally jumped and scanned the treetops. Carl had warned her that dry branches could break off suddenly and fall onto the house. She could see nothing untoward.

The knock came again, and Ally realized it was coming from the front door. She went back inside and saw a dark silhouette through the glass. The visitor was getting impatient. Ally had no idea who it could be and unexpected guests always made her nervous, but she reminded herself it was California and boldly strode to the door and unlocked it.

For a moment, she and the woman stared at each other, both shocked by the other’s appearance. The woman apparently had not expected Ally; Ally had not expected a witch.

“Witch” was an unkind description, but it fit. The woman was tall and shapeless, flesh falling off her in random rolls and bulges even though she was not obese. Her ensemble of an oversized t-shirt and capris did nothing to improve her appearance, and the most striking thing about her was the absence of a chin: her face sloped away into her neck, loose flesh piling up above her breasts.

“Is Mr. Morris home?” The witch inquired in a brassy voice. “I thought I saw his car last night.”

Ally forced her fascinated gaze away from the woman’s shaking wattles.

“He’s gone to work,” she replied.

“And you are . . . ?”

Ally frowned. She knew when she was being put down.

“I’m Mrs. Morris. Who are you?”

The witch’s eyes opened wide.

“Of course!” she exclaimed. “We’ve heard about Carl’s marriage! I’m so sorry, dear, we didn’t expect . . . Anyway, sorry again, and let me introduce myself. I’m Pat Donegan; we are your neighbors down the road. May I come in?”

Ally reluctantly nodded.

The witch—Pat—plunked herself down at the breakfast counter, her small, sharp eyes scanning the kitchen as if taking inventory. She picked up a framed photograph—the same photograph Ally had almost broken last night—and sighed deeply.

“I’m glad it’s still here!” she exclaimed. “Of course, dear, you might want to redecorate but I’d be sorry to see it go! So many memories!”

Ally studied the picture. It showed Carl—a much younger Carl, his belly a slight bulge under his tight-fitting shirt—laughing on the beach in the company of another young man and two women. Carl’s arm was looped around the shoulders of one of the women.

“This is me!” Pat said. “Can you believe it? Santa Barbara, twenty years ago!” she sighed. “I wouldn’t wear this swimsuit today, believe me!”

In Ally’s opinion, she should not have worn it then either: even though Pat’s body twenty years ago bore less resemblance to a melted candle, it was not exactly made for a bikini.

“This is my husband, Kyle,” Pat prattled on, pointing to the other man whose most distinguishing characteristic was a face of bushy hair that Ally thought of as the Cossack moustache. “We’ve been Carl’s friends and neighbors forever!”

“And who is this?” Ally asked, pointing to the woman Carl’s arm was resting on.

Pat’s disheveled brows rose slightly.

“Oh, didn’t he tell you?”

“Tell me what?”

“It’s his . . . it’s Ros.” 

“Oh,” Ally said, scanning the picture. She was sure Pat would read more into her exclamation of surprise than what was there and was trying to figure out how to amend the situation. But why should she care? Whatever mistaken conclusions this unpleasant stranger would draw about her, it was no skin off her nose. On the other hand, Pat was her neighbor and if she was to be believed, Carl’s dearest friend . . .

Then why hadn’t he mentioned her when describing the people living in the woods?

Conscious of Pat’s scrutiny, Ally handed the picture back to her. Ros Morris had been a beautiful woman twenty years ago when Ally was in the kindergarten: dark hair, dark eyes, a dazzling smile, curvaceous body. What she had been before her death of lung cancer a year ago, Ally neither knew nor cared.

“Would you like some tea?” she asked Pat.

“Herbal, if you have any.”

“We don’t.” 

“Coffee will do, then.”

Ally poured some for herself as well, defiantly adding lemon. For a moment they sipped in silence, glancing at each other over the rims of their mugs.

“I’m so sorry,” Pat said, “I didn’t catch your name. This accent you have . . . ”

Ally’s cheeks flamed and she hated herself for her fair skin that blushed so easily.

“Ally,” she said, enunciating it as clearly as she could.

“Is it your real name? Pat asked. “Oh, I’m sorry, I apologize, I’m putting it so badly. What I mean is, did you change your name or something?”

Ally looked her straight in the eyes.

“It is my name,” she said coldly.

“And where are you from?”

“Ukraine.”

She did not elaborate, and Pat asked no more questions. She just nodded and finished her coffee.

“I have to run,” she said, getting up. “It was so delightful to meet you . . . Ally. Could you please tell Carl we’d love to have you over for dinner this week? On the other hand, don’t bother. I’ll give him a call.”

Ally watched Pat get into her car that she had parked in the driveway. Didn’t she say they lived close by? But she was used to Americans driving distances that normal people would cover in a five-minute walk.

She went back into the kitchen. The hushed silence of the morning had been shattered by the intrusion and she did not know whether to feel angry or relieved. The sense she had had of being watched by the trees had dissipated; now the multihued layers of green outside had flattened out into a mere backdrop.

Without the ominousness, the magic had gone as well.

***

“Banana slug,” Carl said.

They were lounging in the hot tub in the spa room. Outside, the velvety sky was crisscrossed by the delicate lace of branches. The sun had set but the mauve light still lingered, giving a strange otherworldly glow to the empty road. Ally had been surprised by Carl’s unconcern that their naked bodies lit by the flicker of candles could be seen from the outside, but he told her nobody was likely to drive by. Indeed, their house was the last one on the road, which terminated in the perpetually locked gate, guarding the entrance to an open space preserve. Considering that their road was private, it was not clear to her how hikers were supposed to get there.

“Banana slug?” she repeated, wrinkling her nose.

Her head was buzzing again. Carl had insisted on having a glass of wine in the hot tub and she went along.

“They are harmless. But funny-looking, I agree.” He laughed raucously and reached for her, stroking her cheek, then running his fingers gently down her throat. Ally sighed. She was not exactly in the mood; she also knew, from experience, that if she told Carl she wasn’t, he would instantly desist. Paradoxically, the knowledge made her want to be in the mood, which was almost as good as the real thing. So, they retired into the bedroom where she turned off all the lights—not out of modesty but because then she could pretend to be surrounded by opaque walls. And eventually, pleasantly tired, she snuggled up to the snoring bulk of her husband. She poked him to make him roll over, thought of her new Alexander Wang dress, and sunk into restful sleep.

***

Ally woke up suddenly and completely. She seldom remembered her dreams, but she knew this one to have been unpleasant.

She lay on her back staring into the gray play of shadows on the high gabled ceiling. Carl was a still bundle under the blanket on the opposite side of the king-sized bed. The bedroom was as transparent as the rest of the house, its walls mere glass panes held together by narrow wooden frames. Even the roof had glass panels set into it. Ally turned her head and squinted into the spiky curtain of thorns interspersed with vague greyish splotches that she took for boulders, even though she did not remember any boulders on this side of the house. She sought the glimmer of stars but although she could discern where the black lace of branches ended and the gunmetal-colored sky began, it appeared overcast. She felt exposed, like a mouse with an invisible owl patrolling the sky.

What was the point of having a house like that? Ally had never asked Carl why he had built this multi-million-dollar glass box in the middle of the Santa Cruz Mountains, so far from the nearest town that getting a carton of milk necessitated an hour’s drive. Seclusion? Beauty? A place for his cars?

Could she induce him to move elsewhere? But where? All of America would be as alien to her as this place. She might just as well try to make the best of it.

She would be happy to hear Carl’s snoring now but perversely, he was as quiet as a dead man. Perhaps he was dead, felled in the middle of the night by a quick stroke, and she was all alone here, surrounded by miles and miles of dark woods, in bed with a corpse.

Ally sat up in bed, kicking off the handmade quilt, and shivered. She was sleeping naked, and the house was unaccountably cold. She reached out for her bedside lamp but though her fingers encountered its slick stem, she could not find the switch.

Was she still dreaming? Could this be a nightmare?

Ally knew it was not. One did not get out of the life they had had by not knowing the difference between dream and reality.

She was facing the slope on the east side of the house: the grey expanse of dappled shadows, knobby branches sticking out into the turgid air. The evening wind had died down long ago and all was still. Except . . . something moved in the tangle. She strained her eyes. All she could see was some stealthy movement. A swish of bushes, a crinkle of dry leaves, a dim silhouette of . . . what?

It was nothing, she told herself. Nothing.

A door banged loudly down in the basement.

Ally slid down under the quilt and lay there very still, breathing in soft, shallow gasps, making as little noise as was consistent with being alive. The night went on and on, and eventually she slept.


CHAPTER 3:

Gabriela

WHEN CARL EMERGED from the basement gym and gulped down a cup of coffee with enough cream and sugar to undo the calorie burning of his exercise, he told Ally that they should have a dinner party for their friends and neighbors on the mountain. 

“Saturday, I think,” he said. “I talked to Pat. She said she’d dropped by.”

“She did,” Ally said, slathering her bread with jam.

“Got the shock of her life, I bet.” Carl laughed and gently tugged at Ally’s braid, which was properly done this morning. “She didn’t expect a beauty like you!”

Carl’s friends believed he’d gotten himself a mail-order bride though Ally knew he did not think of her that way. In his eyes, theirs was a marriage of equals. He had money; she had beauty and intelligence. The twenty-five years of age difference was a bonus; or if it was more than that, he never talked about it. He could be vulgar on occasion, but he treated Ally as his sweetheart. She had a more objective view of their respective positions but whatever the underlying calculus of her marriage, it was nothing compared to what she had been forced to offer to the market forces before.

“Let’s see,” Carl tapped on his smartphone. “Pat and Kyle, the Websters, Susie and Mitch—you got to meet them before she’s carted off, Alzheimer’s coming on . . . Hmm. Ron and Don? No, that’s not right. I can never tell these guys apart. They’re like twins! Anyway, Ron is a doctor, Don an investor, or is it the other way around? What the hell, I’ll just drop them a line. So . . . ten people, give or take?”

Ally shrugged. “Sure,” she said. “Why not?”

Her mother’s kitchen had occasionally seated ten people and it was about as big as her breakfast nook.

“We can get catering,” Carl continued. “Or will you cook?”

Ally may not have been as finely attuned to the subtleties of the English language as she would like to be, but a man’s desire was the same in any tongue. He wanted her to cook, just as he wanted her to wear her most fetching dress and to display her golden hair to its best advantage.

“No problem,” she said cheerfully. “I’ll cook.”

***

After Carl left, she surveyed her domain.

The enormous living room, with big abstract sculptures and expensive Italian furniture, was as beautiful and impersonal as a home design show. The Morrises must have hired a professional to do their decorating for them. Ally had been shocked not to see bookshelves—at home, even the meanest apartment would have one. But then, she discovered the library, located between Carl’s and her own offices. The library held Carl’s financial reports, classic car manuals and a large case with thick hand-bound volumes and severe hardbacks. The titles intrigued her. She tried to open the case. It was locked.

Were these Ros’ books? Her selection of reading material was surprising, to say the least.

This was what she had already explored but there were the two guest wings. And there was the basement, the dark underground kingdom under her feet.

Ally decided to start with one of the guest wings. She pushed the closed door and walked into the dusk. Her light-adjusted eyes blinked in surprise until she realized it was not particularly dark—just normal. The wing had solid walls and ordinary curtained windows. And it was populated by the past: worn-out cushions, old posters, scuffed tables, and bowlegged chairs. Its three bedrooms were spotlessly clean but had a hangdog appearance of being ready for a yard sale. She opened a built-in wardrobe. Empty. The bathroom had a full complement of toiletries that looked slightly used. Had they belonged to Ros?

Ally was about to go back to the main part of the house when she heard footsteps.

Her heart raced. She pressed herself to the wall and listened intently. The footsteps were heavy and unmistakably real. A bang. Then another.

There was a back door in the guest wing. If she scuttled away, crept out of the house, she could make it down the slope that led into the densest woods . . . Nobody could find her there.

Suddenly she heard Mama’s voice: “You are an officer’s daughter!” She did not know whether it was actually true, but truth was what you believed. She was an officer’s daughter and officer’s daughters didn’t run away.

She straightened up and walked back into the kitchen where she was confronted with a thickset woman in rubber gloves busily lining up things on the countertop. The woman screamed and dropped a bottle of ketchup that spread a blood-red stain at her feet.

It took some time to sort it out in a mixture of incomprehensible Spanish and rudimentary English. The woman’s name was Gabriela. She cleaned the house once a week and had already been paid a month in advance. Ally decided that eventually she would get a cleaner who spoke proper English—like many immigrants, she was a stickler for linguistic propriety—but meanwhile she was happy to let Gabriela get on with the program. The presence of another human being in the house felt good.

She briskly went through the second guest wing, which was much like the first one: stocked with odds and ends of the past and waiting in vain for the guests of the future. Gabriela clearly had been at work here and Ally noted with satisfaction that she had done a good job.

She was closing the door of the last bedroom when she saw something bright on the grey carpet. She lifted it and stared at it, not because it was strange but because it was spookily familiar.

It was a rubber bird: a duck or a swan, meant for an infant’s bath-time. Since Ally was an only child—or at least, an only actual child—and there was no room in their tiny apartment for nostalgia, Mama had given away all her toys. But Ally remembered just such a bird with a yellow crown on its squashy head and the soft beak curving into a perpetual smile. She must have loved it to remember it so well but holding it gave her a shivery feeling. Even though the toy was clean, it felt slick, as if just now pulled out of water. And what was it doing there, anyway?

Carl and Ros had had no children. Ally asked about it during their courtship, but Carl said they had not wanted kids at the beginning and then it was too late. He showed no sign of regret; nor did he hint that perhaps it was not too late for them, for which she was profoundly grateful: Ally had no desire to start a family. Carl was a simple man, his passions were obvious and few: his venture capital company, expensive cars, and Ally. Having had to deal with complicatedly wretched men most of her adult life, Ally basked in his simplicity.

But then, how to explain the toy? Had Ros played with rubber ducks in her palatial bathtub?

She snorted and went back to the kitchen where Gabriela was on her knees, diligently cleaning the skirting board. Ally pulled out the garbage bin from under the sink, preparing to chuck the rubber bird on top of coffee filters and broken eggshells.

“¿Puedo tener esto?” Gabriela’s rubber-gloved hand suddenly shot up. “Have this? Pleese? For baby?”

Ally looked at her in amazement. She had classified Gabriela as being in her late forties or early fifties, surely too late for a baby! Mama had been eighteen when Ally was born. In Ukraine, it was not uncommon for girls to have their first and only child in their teens and rely on grandmothers to help bring it up, though this was not the case with Mama whose own parents were gone and never spoken of. But perhaps Mexicans had the same arrangements. Perhaps Gabriela wanted the toy for a grandchild.

“Of course,” she said, handing the bird to the cleaning woman.

She wandered out of the kitchen and stopped on top of the stairs leading down to the basement. The green radiance that permeated the house was dim here, petering out at the first landing where she had seen that bottle of canola oil. She had been too spooked to check later whether it had stayed there, and Carl had never mentioned it.

Should she go down and explore the basement?

Ally decided to work on the menu for the dinner party instead.


CHAPTER 4:

The Party

TWO THINGS HAPPENED the next day. One was nice. Ally could not decide about the second. 

The nice thing was a chatty text from her Berkeley friend Malika inviting her for coffee on Telegraph Avenue. Ally wrote back immediately with an enthusiastic yes, surrounded by a cloud of emojis. Only after she pressed “Send” did it occur to her that it would be the first time she would be off the mountain in more than two weeks.

The other thing started with her wandering into Carl’s office during the day. He never told her not to, she reasoned; and why not? Shouldn’t she become more interested in her husband’s business affairs? After all, it was not like she had many of her own.

The thought brought a blush of shame to her cheeks and a resolution to go back to her studies immediately. This calmed her down and she pushed the door and walked into the room which, like all the rest of them, was little more than a glass cube jutting out over the sloping forest floor. The day was grey and overcast; tree drip leaving tearful streaks on the foggy glass. The ground fog coiled below, obscuring thick stands of contorted manzanitas. The tops of the redwoods were veiled by the clouds and their bare trunks held up the roiling sky like columns in some cyclopean temple. It was cold in the room and Ally, shivering in her new Dolce and Cabana dress, looked around timidly at the several Macs scattered on a wraparound desk, an Alienware computer that Carl used for occasional gaming, and a whole lot of old-fashioned paperwork, most as incomprehensible to her as if it were written in Chinese. Some was actually in Chinese. She leafed through a couple of files, understanding only that her husband was probably even richer than she had known, and turned around to walk out of his boring sanctuary until something suddenly snagged her to stop and scan the empty walls one more time.

No, it was rather the absence of something. There was no artwork, which she did not find surprising. Classic cars were Carl’s idea of the beautiful and the sublime. But there were no family photos either and that was vaguely troubling. Of course, she had appreciated this thoughtfulness in getting rid of the residue of his life with Ros. But no picture of his dead wife here, in the office, where he would reasonably expect to be alone? Instead, that photograph of four young people on the beach, stuck in the kitchen, her domain, where she would inevitably come across it sooner rather than later? It seemed sly and malicious, not like Carl at all.

On the other hand, how well did she know her husband?

When you are weak, you attack. Bullies don’t appreciate surrender but can be stunned by audacity into exposing their soft underbelly. That was one of Mama’s lessons, and surely, she knew what she was talking about! So, in the evening, when Carl was relaxing with his second glass of wine, Ally picked up the picture and put it on the table in front of Carl.

“Pat went on and on about it,” she remarked. “Where was it taken?”

Carl snorted.

“That woman is going batty! All I remember about that weekend is how she got drunk and threw up in the bushes. It’s Santa Barbara, honey. We should go there. We’ll have a better time than I had with her and Kyle.”

“Didn’t Ros make up for them?” Ally asked, pointing at the pretty, dark-haired girl whose shoulders were encircled by young Carl’s well-muscled arm.

“Ros? This is not Ros! Why would you think so? That was my girlfriend at the time, Carmela. We broke up after that weekend. Was pissed at the time but it was for the best. Now I have you, hon. Anyway, I’m going to give this picture to Pat and Kyle. Let them have it. I don’t even know how it ended up here!”

And he nonchalantly shoved it into a drawer full of odds and ends.

Ally knew better than to continue this interrogation. She was sensitive to her husband’s moods and realized he did not want to keep talking about his deceased wife. But it took her a long time to fall asleep as she listened to Carl’s rhythmic snores and watched damp shadows slither outside.

One of them had to be lying. But was it Pat or her husband? Did Pat dislike her? There was something about her manner during their encounter that had struck Ally as hidden hostility, even though she had seemed polite enough. Did she disapprove of Carl’s quick marriage? But why would she misidentify the girl in the picture? To make Ally jealous? She must have noticed that Carl had removed all pictures of his dead wife from the house. Was she angry about it? But why would it matter to her?

And what about Carl? Was it normal for him to have expunged all traces of his previous marriage? Did he do it for her sake or for his own?

She finally fell asleep but woke up before dawn because somebody was singing the ballad of black-eyed Oksana and her escape from the perfidious Turks. It took her a couple of heartbeats to realize that the singing had been in her dreams.

***

The party was a success. Almost.

Ally had set aside her own culinary preferences and consulted an American cooking site that told her how to make a beef roast with rosemary and potatoes. She had to steel herself to cut the bloody meat but after an hour in the oven, it smelled nice. Not like meat anymore. For herself, she made cherry dumplings, which were a huge hit with those of the guests she herself was a hit with. These included the gay couple Don and Ron who were actually Donald and Rafael but otherwise conformed to Carl’s description of them as twins: heavyset men with lucrative careers and expensive suits. Both seemed to like Ally. So did Mike and Laura Choi. Mike, an Asian American, had more millions in the bank than years of age, thanks to his killer app for pattern recognition. Laura, his wife, was from Hong Kong and had a soft accent, which made Ally warm to her immediately.

Apart from these two couples, there were Susie and Mitch Webster. At first glance, Ally could not understand why Carl had referred to them as “ancient”. Susie was slim in tight-fitting jeans and her husband wore a CAL T-shirt like undergrads in Berkeley. The second glance revealed the deeply carved canyons of age on both their faces and Susie’s vacant stare. She hugged and kissed Ally but the latter was not sure the hug was meant for her. Perhaps Susie thought she was Ros.

The Websters were followed by a tall woman whose yoga pants were covered in cat hair. Her name was Jennifer Mackenzie. She did not live on the mountain permanently but was staying with a friend. He had been the actual invitee, but Eric Greenberg could not make it as he had to fly to Paris on urgent business. Jennifer scrutinized Ally’s Stella McCartney dress, accepted a glass of white wine, and lapsed into brooding silence.

This left Pat Donegan and her husband Kyle who said exactly five words during the entire evening. The rest might have gotten stuck in his luxuriant face hair that seemed to filter words like a whale’s baleen filters krill. She, however, more than made up for his taciturnity. Dressed in a shiny, tight-fitting sheath that emphasized every roll of her unruly flesh, Pat hardly stopped talking. The moment she stepped over the threshold she went into raptures of fake delight over Ally’s appearance, praising her rose-colored tulle dress and diamond earrings, but conspicuously disregarding the golden crown of hair that made her slender neck as graceful as a flower stem. This was a subtle barb, the meaning of which was not lost on Ally, especially since Carl could hardly contain his pride in his wife’s beauty.

In truth, she had put a lot of effort into it. Before dinner, she had spent an hour making herself ready. Her hair was not a problem: nothing the best hairdresser could do would add to its glory. Her makeup nowadays tended to be understated but she still knew how to make men’s heads turn with cheap lipstick and black eyeliner. But that was then and this is now, she reminded herself. The diamond earrings that Carl had given her as a wedding gift were indeed spectacular. But this left her décolleté unadorned, and this seemed wrong—just as wrong as combining the earrings with his other gift, a ruby-and-emerald necklace. She had looked into her jewelry box, where precious stones shone through a tangle of plastic beads. Well, there was that one thing . . . She had taken Mama’s little golden cross on a thin, almost invisible chain, and put it on. It was perfect.

And now Pat, looking even more witch-like with the stain of red wine in the corner of her mouth, pointed to the cross.

“Pretty!” she murmured. “Are you a Christian, dear?”

“Of course,” Ally said.

“You should come to our Church in the Woods!” Susie declared suddenly, surfacing from her glazed-eyed reverie. “It’s so inspiring!”

“We have a service every Sunday!” her husband chimed in.

“Really?” Ally said doubtfully. “I go to St. Volodymyr in Santa Clara. Only for Easter.”

She was met with blank stares. Ally had no particular faith, but Mama had taken her to church to eat kulich, the pillowy Easter cake, and exchange brightly painted eggs. Praying in the woods struck her as a pagan and even dangerous thing.

“I’m not sure I believe in God,” she added, making it even worse.

“There are other things in the woods. Other than God,” Pat said. “You might like them.” 

“What do you mean?” Ally asked.

“Well,” Don said, sipping his merlot, while Ron put another cherry dumpling on his plate. “We heard all the ghost stories from the couple who sold us our house. Kara and Matt, were they?”

“Mara and Ken,” Ron corrected.

“Whatever. But after we signed the papers, they told us a bunch of baloney—not before, of course, not that it would make any difference. We don’t believe in that crap.”

“You don’t,” Ron winked at Ally. “We celebrated Dia de Muertos, my mum and I did when I was a child.”

“So is your house supposed to be haunted?” Ally asked.

“No, it’s not about the house. There was some story about a lost Halloween party . . . I don’t remember all the details but it’s all nonsense, of course.”

“It’s true,” Pat intervened. “There was a bunch of kids trick-or-treating on our road. They passed the empty cabin, you know the one that is on the corner? The next house is yours, Laura. They never got to it. Five kids. Only one was ever found and she never said a word afterward. She would only scream.”

Laura’s mouth opened in a perfect “O” of shock. She had already confided in Ally that growing up in the urban bustle of Hong Kong was a poor preparation for life in the woods. Ally could only commiserate.

“This is why we now have a Halloween truck,” Pat continued, smiling at the effect her words had produced. “Nobody is allowed to walk that stretch of the road after dark.”

“Is this true?” Laura squealed.

“What’s true, honey?” Mike, who had been showing something on his smartphone to Carl, finally emerged from cyberspace. Laura lapsed into a quick patter of Cantonese. Ally explained the situation to Carl, whose already ruddy face acquired an alarming beet-like tinge as he cast a baleful glance at Pat.

“Nonsense!” he bellowed. “This house has been here for fifteen years and nothing like this has ever happened. Ken Stockbridge made it up one evening when he was too drunk to walk back home—his usual state!”

“But wasn’t there some murder in that old cabin?” Ron asked. “You might remember, Suzie,” he added, addressing the old woman.

She shook her head, and it was her husband Mitch who answered:

“A very long time ago, even before we moved in. And the murderer was caught, some homeless guy.” 

“So, it’s safe to walk in the woods after dark?” Ally asked.

“I didn’t say that. Mountain lions, you know.”

“We just installed a wildlife camera,” Mike put in, patting his wife’s hand, “and it showed two deer and a bunch of wild turkey yesterday.”

“What brand?” Carl inquired eagerly, and the conversation shifted to technobabble. Ally was relieved. Ghost stories were not for telling in the glass house. But even as she passed a cheese tray around and replenished wine glasses, she was conscious of Pat’s eyes on her.


CHAPTER 5:

Malika

ALLY WAS SITTING at the corner table in the Mokka cafe, sipping her chai latte and feeling out of place as she listened to the chatter of undergrads clustering around their Macs and swiping their phones. When she came to Berkeley on student-exchange program, she had been drunk with jubilation at her incredible luck. She had enrolled in Kyiv University out of her sober recognition that she would be dead—or worse—in a couple of years unless she dragged herself out of the pit into which she had fallen after Mama’s disappearance. She did not want to remember the way she had financed her Anthropology studies. 

And then—a call for applications for an American exchange program in Anthropology, with emphasis on fairytale and folklore studies. Ally’s English had always been excellent. Mama had somehow come into money when Ally was little, and she used it to pay for her daughter’s private tutoring. And Ally loved fairy tales. All fairy tales had been history once and, living in a history-soaked land, she had been drawn to them since she was a child.

So, she had applied to the program, been selected, come to California, and met Carl. Thanks to that mysterious windfall in the past, Ally was sitting here, the wife of a rich man. She should be as content as an oligarch’s cat.

She was not.

She knew Malika had entered the café by the reaction of the male patrons. Six feet tall with ebony skin and the figure of a runway model, Malika literally turned heads everywhere she went. She and diminutive Ally were as different as human beings could possibly be; nevertheless, they were friends. For some reason, the statuesque Nigerian often deferred to Ally’s judgment and even treated her as a sort of mother-figure, despite the fact that they were the same age.

They hugged and Malika ordered a Frappuccino. Ally immediately noticed that her former roommate was not in the best of moods. She waited for Malika to spill out her woes, but she only fidgeted and talked about their mutual acquaintances. So, Ally asked her outright.

“My parents arranged a marriage for me,” Malika said glumly.

“Congratulations!” Ally enthused but seeing the stony expression on the black girl’s face, lifted a quizzical eyebrow. “Isn’t this what you wanted?”

Indeed, and that was one of the areas in which cultural differences reared their ugly head. Ally was on board with Malika’s hijab, which did not prevent her from wearing skinny jeans. But she could not understand how Malika would not only accept but be positively rapturous about the fact that her parents would choose a husband for her. No matter Ally’s own experience with men, deep in her heart she had a romantic corner filled with Lermontov’s poetry and folk ballads about doomed lovers. Even though she knew by now that passionate love culminating in happy marriage was not in her own future, she wished it for others, especially friends. Malika, on the other hand, insisted that her parents knew her better than she knew herself; that love would come in due course after intimacy was established; and that arranged marriages, including that of her own parents, were the happiest and most stable of all. And yet now she looked as happy as a patient being told by a smiling dentist that she needed an emergency root canal.

“I wanted to get married, sure,” Malika responded, studying the dregs of her coffee with painful intensity. “But not . . . not to this man!”

“What’s wrong with him? Too old, too fat, a lech?”
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