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Chapter One
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Dozens of vultures soared on a hot, lazy breeze above Tower Hill. Kate first noticed them as she unloaded boxes from her car. Their presence struck an unsettling chord. They weren’t the welcome wagon she expected. 

Turning away from the ominous birds, she wiped the sweat pooling at her eyebrows. Her new home, a sweet Cape Cod, was nestled at the bottom of Tower Hill. She had reservations about moving to a small town on the edge of a sprawling forest, but the view and the house were worth it. 

Kate grunted and heaved the container containing her most precious possessions, her paint supplies, through the side door and into the kitchen. Unopened boxes of dishware and haphazard towers of cleaning supplies barred her path through the kitchen. She dodged several stacks of boxes and dining chairs before shuffling into her quaint but disordered living room. Despite the burning in her shoulders, she gently placed her tote near the door to the room that would eventually become her art studio. 

“Last one!” Adam, her brand-new husband, beamed and dropped a box of linens on the kitchen floor. Perspiration glistened on his handsome face. He mopped his forehead with a daisy-patterned kitchen towel—one of their many, many wedding presents. 

Kate admired him, tempted to lick his moist lips. Husband. My husband. She was a married woman, a fact that continued to amaze her and, if she admitted it, terrified her a bit too. 

“Wow. This almost feels real.” Kate grinned, buzzing between perfect joy and curdled twists of anxiety. She approached Adam and snatched the towel from his hands, dabbing the back of her neck. 

“We’re starting the story of our lives together.” Adam sidled next to his wife, tugging her into his damp embrace. His eyes shone bright, full of love for her and their new life. 

“We sure are.” Kate giggled, enjoying his clichéd pronouncement. She kissed his lips and tasted salt. A greedy smile broke Adam’s glistening face. They would never finish unpacking if they held each other for too long. 

A movement caught her eye from the kitchen window. Dark, looping shapes marred the blue sky beyond. “Hey, what’s with the buzzards? Did you notice them?”

Adam’s smooth brow wrinkled. “Buzzards?”

“Yeah, the vultures flying around the radio tower?”

“I guess I didn’t notice? What about them?”

“Are they a bad omen?”

“A bad omen?”

“Nothing.” Kate waved away her unsettled feelings. “Never mind. Let’s get back to work. We’ve got a ton of boxes to move. I want to get everything sorted out today.”

Adam drooped and pouted. “Ugh, do we have to?”

“Sure do,” Kate said. She stepped out of his arms and swatted his butt. “Let’s get these boxes to the right rooms.”

Adam extended his lip to a comical degree as he carried a box of towels into their bathroom. “I guess the honeymoon is over.”

As the hot day dipped into a sultry evening, Kate and Adam moved the boxes to their corresponding rooms and started putting things away, kissing each time they passed each other. Around five o’clock, someone tapped at the back door off the kitchen. Kate asked Adam to answer the door while she sorted cutlery. Exhausted and needing a shower, she didn’t feel up to meeting unexpected visitors.

Kate half-listened as Adam’s rich voice mixed with the soft timbre of an older woman. The woman must be one of their several ancient neighbors. They had already received a few waved greetings from the two old ladies who resided across the street and a plate of chocolate chip cookies from a middle-aged couple kitty-corner from their lot.

“Hello! You live next door to us, don’t you?” Adam’s voice echoed through the kitchen while Kate unwrapped mismatched coffee cups. “I’m Adam Larson.”

After a brief, polite exchange, Adam called Kate’s name and asked her to join them. The back door sat on a landing two steps down from the kitchen. Her husband leaned against the casement, holding open the screen door and smiling down at their visitor. A sweet-faced, hunchbacked woman stood there, cradling a bottle of wine in her arms. She handed Adam the bottle when Kate appeared, and he enthusiastically thanked her for the gift.

“Mrs. Keller, this is my wife, Kate.”

Adam’s face broke into an enormous smile at the word “wife.” Kate found the sentiment endearing, and her cheeks flushed with pleasure as her stomach tightened. She was such a mess of emotions.

“Nice to meet you, Mrs. Larson.” The woman extended a hand gnarled by arthritis and knobbed by age. Kate gave Mrs. Keller a gentle handshake, the woman’s skin a loose membrane over her bird-like bones.

Kate exchanged a look with her husband, then said, “Nice to meet you, Mrs. Keller, please call me Kate.” She expected to deal with the assumption that her last name matched her husband’s. Deer Lake was a conservative, old-fashioned town, and though she had spent only a little time within its borders, she sensed “feminist” was a dirty word.

“It’s so nice to have another young couple in the neighborhood.” Mrs. Keller continued to grasp Kate’s hand. Kate didn’t mind. 

“And it’s so very nice to meet you,” Kate repeated, widening her grin until the edges of her mouth ached.

“Be careful in the morning. There’s a lot of traffic outside your house.” The older woman pointed to the street on the south side of their corner lot. “You’ll need to keep an eye on your children. Those boys in their trucks come roaring into town off the ridge.”

“Oh, we don’t have any children.” Adam let out an indulgent chuckle.

“I’m sure that will change soon enough.” Mrs. Keller finally released Kate’s hand, grabbed Adam’s, patted it fondly, and gave him a wink.

Kate pursed her lips, swallowed another comment, and shoved her smile back into place. Her anxiety bumped up a subtle notch, the edges of her mouth quivering.

“And don’t go walking around Tower Hill in the rain. The Shadow likes to come out then.”

“I’m sorry, what?” said Kate.

“Anyway, lovely to meet you two.” Mrs. Keller fluttered her withered hands. 

“Thanks, Mrs. Keller.” Adam returned the wave, holding up the bottle of wine.

“Thank you for the gift!” Kate shoved Adam out the door to offer Mrs. Keller a hand walking home. Mrs. Keller waved him off with a laugh as her husband, a tall man with a protruding belly, opened the front door of their rambler and fluttered a hand in their direction. Adam returned an enthusiastic wave. Her husband was built for quiet, small-town neighborhood living. Was Kate? She would find out soon enough.

“Did you hear what she said?” Kate whispered as Mrs. Keller heaved her curled body up the steep hill toward her home.

“Which part?” Adam closed the screen door behind them.

“She did say quite a lot.” Kate hopped up the two steps to their kitchen, laughing. “Something about Tower Hill and rain?”

“Oh.” Adam rolled his eyes, setting the bottle of wine on the counter. “A silly local legend. Something the locals tell newcomers to make the town feel a little exciting. I think there’s a website about the monster if you want to check it out.”

“No, thanks.” Kate picked up the large bottle of wine and turned it over. “This was nice of her.” She had never heard of “Lambrusco” before. From the twist-off top to the labeling quality, she didn’t expect the wine to be good. But free booze was free booze.

“Very nice,” Adam said. “I figured we’d have at least a couple welcoming committees today. Gotta love Deer Lake.” He checked the clock over the stove. Kate checked it too. The time needed to be updated. He pulled out his phone. “It’s after five. Let’s open this baby up.”

Dishware in need of a home littered the counter. Kate plucked two water glasses from the mess since the wine glasses were still in boxes.

Adam twisted off the Lambrusco’s cap and took a whiff. “Oh, that’s at least a six-dollar bottle. Smell the rich berry aroma.” He waved the bottle under her nose. 

She winced at the strong smell of alcohol. “Mrs. Keller seems pleasant.” 

Adam poured her a generous glass. The color reminded her of cranberry cocktail, and when she took a sip, it tasted nearly as sweet. She made a face and tried not to cough. “Why, yes. Notes of dark cherry.”

Adam grinned and took a swig. He didn’t hold back his cough. “Whoa. That’s the kind of stuff you chug.”

Kate swallowed a large gulp and ignored the awful taste. “Delightful.” 

“You ready for this?” Adam set aside his juice glass of wine and loosely wrapped an arm across her back. “Small town life? I mean, Iowa City and Minneapolis aren’t exactly huge, but Deer Lake is, uh, how many people?”

“About three thousand five hundred and two.” Kate threw back another gulp of wine. She had been so busy the past few days, packing the rest of her stuff stored in Adam’s old duplex and unloading boxes at their new house, she hadn’t given much thought to her underlying anxieties. 

“It’s a big change.” Adam nodded. 

“Super-big change.”

Adam slipped a hand beneath Kate’s sweat-sticky jaw and turned her face to his. His hazel eyes searched hers. “You’re still good with all of this, right? I know you know housing prices are much more reasonable here compared to Spring Green or Cross Plains.”

“Yup, I know, we looked.” Kate’s smile faltered. Ideally, she had hoped to live closer to Madison, the biggest metropolis in the region. However, Adam would be the breadwinner while Kate found her feet after graduate school. Plus, living in the same town where he worked made sense. Uncertainty jiggled her stomach. She didn’t want Adam to know just how nervous she was about the whole move. She had made a decision and was sticking to it, no matter what.

“And you wanted this house.” Adam reminded her, giving her a gentle wiggle. 

“I really do love this house.” Kate glanced around the kitchen, finding potential in every corner. Her throat tightened. She had everything she ever wanted. Why couldn’t she keep her emotions in check?

Adam frowned. “You okay?”

“Yeah,” Kate said. She slipped out of her husband’s arms. “You know what too much wine on an empty stomach does to me.”

“One of the many reasons I love you. Didn’t you burst into tears yesterday after watching a kitten video?”

Kate nodded, swiping at a tear. “Yup, I sure did.”

“You got this. We got this.” Adam filled their juice glasses to the brim with the too-sweet wine and raised his glass. “A toast to my beautiful, sexy, artistic genius of a wife. I know all of this is exciting and, well, maybe a little scary. I hope you find Deer Lake as wonderful as I do. And may the world soon see just how talented an artist you are.”

“And to you, my sweet, generous, hunk of a man.” Kate squared her shoulders, raising her glass, hands steady for the first time in several days. “May you ever prosper as the youngest General Manager in Schultz Motors’ history. May the units fly off the showroom floor, and may your bosses exult in your brilliance. And,” Kate stepped close to her husband and gave him a lingering kiss, “may you never stop kissing me like that.”

They each took a swig of their caustic beverage and chuckled, tired and pleased after a long day of hard work. The additional wine loosened the tension in Kate’s back and helped her bury all the lingering worries. Living in Deer Lake would be a big adjustment, but if she correctly framed it, it would also be a great adventure. 

“So, hey.” Adam swallowed the remainder of his wine and set the glass in the sink. He waggled his eyebrows, giving Kate his signature “let’s have some fun” expression.  “How about we christen that bedroom?”

“Oh, should we, my darling husband?” Kate wiggled her behind in response.

“I think we should, my dear wife.”

Kate pressed her lips against her husband’s. Adam ran his hands down her back until his palms cupped her butt. Stumbling around the scattered boxes and bags, laughing as they went, the newlyweds eventually made it to the mattress in the bedroom and made love for the first time in their new home.
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Chapter Two
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One foggy morning after Adam had left for another long day at work, Kate leaned against the counter in her kitchen and admired all she had accomplished since they moved in a mere ten days ago. The kitchen shone brightly despite the morning gloom. She had painted over the old grease stains on the walls and ceiling and scrubbed the tiled floor until it gleamed. 

Sipping her coffee, Kate shuffled through her living room. The warm woods and pale ocher walls filled the space as if living in a honeycomb. She had done something similar with their bedroom. The guest room needed a bit of work beyond the fresh paint on the walls, and the unfinished basement would be a big winter project once Adam stopped working such long hours. 

She entered her studio, facing a wall of windows. The perfect space to paint the day away. Beyond her studio, tall and resplendent in the pale morning, stood the glorious sugar maple that stole her heart when they first viewed the old bungalow. Sunlight burnished the magnificent tree, dappling the light that trickled into her studio. 

Kate was obsessed with trees. From the moment she had learned the tricks required to draw them, trees had filled her drawings and paintings. Nothing transfixed her more than an ancient oak, a soaring elm, or the bristly arms of a cedar. 

Old canvases leaned against the wall in a haphazard pile. Kate had developed a respectable body of work during her last seven years in school. Many of the pieces weren’t worth selling, but some had potential. Picturesque landscapes never really went out of style, and she expected her work would do well on one of the many e-commerce websites. She had already sold several paintings over the past year and hoped, in time, to cultivate a more substantial following.  

A freshly prepared canvas sat on her paint-crusted easel, tempting her to start something new. Its open, white plane provoked the desperate need to create. She reached for a fresh piece of charcoal. The sugar maple was too perfect a subject to resist any longer. 

Her cell phone rang the moment she pressed charcoal to canvas. Kate ignored the call as she laid out the rough structure of the maple. The cell’s vibrating persisted, the phone shimmying across her closed laptop. She grumbled, dropped her charcoal, and checked to see who disturbed her: her little sister Maggie. Kate brushed the charcoal residue on her black yoga pants and accepted the call.

“Hey, Mags.” Kate smiled into the miniaturized face of her sister. “Oh my God, it’s been, like, a month? Sorry, I’ve been so busy with the house and moving and ... I miss you.”

“Hey, old married lady.” Maggie’s face broke into a wide grin, perfect teeth flashing. “How’s life in redneck country? Have you gone cow tipping? Bought a gun and shot sparrows off the porch?”

“You’re the worst. What about Minneapolis? Anyone break into your car lately? Did you know no one locks their doors in Deer Lake? It’s crazy.”

“I don’t believe you.” Maggie shook her head, brown hair falling into her eyes as she inspected her split ends. “Everything’s good. School started on Tuesday. My schedule’s a beast. I don’t know why I thought taking twenty credits was a good idea. I already have two quizzes this week, so that’s awesome.”

“Ugh, I’m so glad that’s over.” Kate sighed. No more professors, no more grade-motivated deadlines. Free, for the first time in memory, from the schedule of the scholar. A liberating and terrifying sensation.

“You’re like, married now. It’s so weird!”

“I know. It’s weird for me too. I keep wondering what that means. What does it mean to be a wife? I don’t feel like one.”

“Please don’t get all philosophical on me this early in the morning. But, yeah, it’s weird. Absolutely weird. I have a new brother, right? A brother-in-law. God, I feel old.”

Kate snorted. “You feel old? Mags, you just turned twenty-one.”

“Age is a matter of perspective. But seriously, how’s life? You have a husband and a house, and you’re not in school anymore. You’re totally an adult.”

“Yeah, I guess I am. I’ve been so busy for so long. It’s strange not to have a ton of things to do anymore. I mean, I still have a lot to do, but now it’s all up to me. I don’t have real deadlines or projects or wedding planning. Such a change.”

“But you like the change?”

“Yeah. It’s nice.” Kate looked out across the sleepy neighborhood. “My house is nice. The town is ... small. I’m craving Indian take-out like nobody’s business.”

“Do they even have Indian people in Deer Lake?”

“You have no filter, Mags. No idea. I probably have to drive to Madison to find garam masala.”

“I would die. Have you made any friends yet?”

“I’ve met a bunch of people Adam works with and their spouses or partners.” Kate chewed on her lip and glanced out her window. The sugar maple’s leaves trembled in the morning breeze. “But ... I don’t know. They’re pretty different from me.”

“Cuz they barely graduated high school or cuz they keep a shotgun under the seat of their truck?”

“Ha, you’re hilarious. I mean, that was only one mechanic. Not everyone is like that. They’re just ... Well, their lives are more straightforward than mine, I guess. They’re practical, salt-of-the-earth types. And I’m the strange artist lady.”

“You’re not strange. You’re cool and interesting.” Maggie shook her finger at her sister from hundreds of miles away. “Remember? Don’t speak negatively about yourself. You’re wonderful and awesome, and that’s why I love you. If the people in the sticks don’t see that, then they just suck.”

“I wish you weren’t so far away, Mags,” Kate said, homesick for a place that didn’t exist. Her parents’ home never seemed like home, and the places she lived during undergrad and graduate school were way stations on the path to her big adult life. Kate studied the maple. Could Deer Lake be home?

“Me too.” Maggie pouted, and her freckle-dusted face became twelve years old again. A pause and shift in expression warned Kate that Maggie had something serious to ask. “Hey, have you found a therapist down there?”

Kate sat up straighter. “Uh. No. Not yet. I don’t know if I will.”

Maggie knit her brows, and the pout turned to a deep frown. “Are you still on your medication, or did it run out?”

“I started weaning myself off the pills after the wedding.” A weight Kate had quietly shoved off her shoulders slid back into place. “The new prescription made me nauseous and light-headed, and just wasn’t helping. You know, with the pressures of getting married and school over, maybe I can try to be healthy naturally. I’ve been running a lot and eating real food, and sometimes journaling. I just hate having all those chemicals in my body.”

“Kate, your body is made of chemicals!” Maggie snapped. As a biology major with hopes of medical school in the future, Maggie often railed against the world’s lack of science literacy. She scolded Kate at least once a week for making uninformed statements.“There are, like, sixty chemical elements found in the human body. Don’t listen to that new-age BS.”

“Whoa, okay.” Kate held up a hand. “But maybe it’s worth a try? You know my history with medication.”

“I do,” Maggie said. “But you said you’d keep trying.”

“And I am. This is a ... new approach.”

“But seriously. Are you sure that’s a good idea? I mean, I know stuff got a little rough last year. I worry about you.”

“I’ll be okay.” Her sister’s concerned expression tightened Kate’s chest. A burning sensation at the edges of her eyes sent her eyelids fluttering. “And, if I feel like I might not be, then I’ll get some help.”

Maggie’s fierce love for her sister radiated from her large, blue eyes. “You promise? Pinky swear?” She raised her hand, pinky crooked.

“I swear.” Kate raised her hand and quirked her little finger.

“Okay, sis.” Maggie nodded and accepted the promise. “I’ve got studying to do. You want to talk again soon? Maybe this weekend?”

“Yeah, sounds great.”

They said their goodbyes, and Kate’s virtual sister disappeared from her phone. She exhaled, a deep sigh running from the bottom of her feet to the top of her head. She brushed away a stray tear and sat up straight, shaking away the darkness tripping along the knobs of her spine. The tension was too much. Time to sweat out the dark feeling in her gut, and go for a run. Get some blood pumping and release some endorphins.

Outside her studio window, an old, rusting SUV pulled into her neighbor’s driveway. Kate’s house sat on a corner lot, and her studio faced the west side of their neighbor’s house. A young woman she hadn’t seen before popped out of the car and tugged a wiggling toddler from the back seat. The woman’s face looked pleasant despite the child thrashing in her arms. Perhaps she was a person worth getting to know?

Kate couldn’t do this alone. She had to make some friends. Someone who could help her fight the building loneliness following her out of bed every morning—darkness crept up from the floorboards, clinging to her feet.  

Stop. No more indulging in such feelings. They would get her nowhere. Time to only think positive thoughts. Time to get out of her head, and the best cure was a fast, hard run. Kate leaped up from her paint stool and tossed on her running gear.

The weather was perfect for an early-September morning. Kate opened her lungs and breathed clean country air, smelling of fresh-cut grass and pine needles. She performed a series of quick stretches as her eyes slid up the hulking mass of Tower Hill, the mysterious behemoth whose foot she lived upon.

The turkey vultures orbited the radio tower above her like they had the day she moved into her new home. A prick of cold pierced a spot beneath her beating heart, and she shuddered.

“Oh, hello, my dear!” 

Kate squeaked and nearly leaped out of her skin. “Mrs. Keller. Excuse me. You startled me.”

Kate’s neighbor stood at the edge of her driveway, pruning shears in hand, garbed in what Kate would describe as gardening clothes. A warm smile spread across Mrs. Keller’s thin lips. “Oh, please, dear, call me Alice. So sorry to scare you.”

“No, no, I’m just a jumpy person.” While clutching the other over her thrumming heart, Kate laughed and waved a hand.

“I see you’re a bit of a runner.” Alice pointed with the shears to Kate’s outfit.

“Yeah, love it.” Kate went back to stretching her quads.

“A good habit for a woman with such a good-looking husband.” Alice rubbed a gardening glove across her wrinkled brow. “A man with a chubby wife has wandering eyes.”

Kate opened her mouth, unable to form a proper response to the older woman’s statement.

“Oh, you’ll be fine, my dear.” The elder woman laughed at Kate’s expression. “You’re beautiful. He would be a fool to stray.”

“Thank you?” Kate said. 

As Mrs. Keller returned to her rose bushes, Kate’s eyes drifted to the sky. The vultures continued to spiral on the edges of thermals. Their dark wings stretched out against the sharp, contrasting blue of the sky.    

“Have you been up Tower Hill?” Mrs. Keller waved her shears toward the hill.

“Not yet. I’m planning on it. I want to take a bunch of pictures of the trees.”

“Oh, you’ll get lots of those. But only go on a sunny day, mind you. When the vultures aren’t flying, the Shadow is on the prowl.”

“The Shadow?” Kate blinked. The woman spoke as if talking about the weather.

“Have a nice run, dear.” Mrs. Keller waved, adjusted her enormous pink floppy hat, and returned to her roses.

A thousand questions tripped on the edge of Kate’s tongue, each crazier than the next. When the vultures aren’t flying, the Shadow is on the prowl? What the hell? Her ancient neighbor hummed while deadheading her cabbage roses, the conversation clearly at an end. 

Kate shook her head, stretched her back, and sprinted down the sidewalk as fast as she could after one more glimpse at the buzzards.
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Chapter Three
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After several days of searching for the right opportunity, Kate finally met her next-door neighbor. They made initial contact as Kate returned after a vigorous run. A run so intense that dark spots floated across her vision. 

Her need to sprint like a madwoman was prompted by waking in an empty bed that morning. Adam had left without saying goodbye. He usually nudged her awake with a quick kiss if he decided to go in early. Stress had begun to eat at him over the past week. The service manager had unexpectedly quit after he was offered a job at a dealership in Madison. The owners wanted to promote in-house, but Adam preferred a job search for better applicants. Despite the growing pressure, he had managed to chuckle, “Heavy is the head that wears the crown.” 

Adam’s early departure meant another long day alone, painting in the quiet of her studio. While she managed to tolerate the solitude some days, the idea of being stuck in an empty house yet again opened a once-sealed crack through her chest. Before the empty feeling could widen and take root, she had laced her running shoes and sprinted out of the house. She raced across Deer Lake until nothing was left of her but a breathless heap of aching muscles. 

After her run, Kate cooled off by walking the length of the sidewalk south of her house and spied her neighbor. The pleasant-faced young woman, accompanied by her squirming toddler, bent over, inspecting the state of a moldering flower bed. 

Kate was covered in sweat, but couldn’t waste the opportunity. Taking a deep breath, she called out a hello and waved. The young woman waved back and shouted a greeting, her face as open and warm as the morning sun above them. 

Kate wiped her palms on her sweat-soaked running tights and held out her hand. “Sorry, I’m kinda gross right now. I’m Kate Laurent. I live on the corner lot?”

“A good workout will do that to you.” The young woman gave a good-natured chuckle. “I’m Lauren. Great to meet you. I saw you moving in a couple a’ weeks ago.” 

In Kate's hot, slick one, Lauren’s hand was warm and dry. The smile arching across Lauren’s plain face made her almost pretty. She stood shorter and slighter than Kate, wearing an oversized hoodie and knit leggings—the typical outfit of most Deer Lake mothers.

“I’ve meant to stop by since you moved in. It’s so nice to have another young couple in the neighborhood.” Lauren touched the head of her little girl, hiding behind her legs. “This is Hannah.”

Kate waved a hand, said hello, and asked Hannah her age. Hannah’s preternaturally blue eyes peeked out behind her mother’s legs. The unfortunate child’s piggish nose and wide-set eyes resulted in a rather ugly face.

Kate winced internally. “What a sweet kid.”

“She’s a shy little thing.” Lauren gave an apologetic shrug. The young mother’s legs buckled when Hannah shoved her face against the crook of her mother’s right knee. Kate’s neighbor wobbled but laughed. “Sometimes, a little too shy.”

“How long have you lived here with your ... husband?” 

Lauren didn’t wear a wedding ring.

“Boyfriend.” Her neighbor waved a hand. “Jake. It's been a little over a year now. We’re just renting the house. Maybe someday we’ll think about buying.”

Kate hadn’t seen Lauren’s boyfriend clearly from her studio windows. She had glimpsed a giant of a man driving an enormous Chevy truck and lumbering home mid-afternoon. Hannah must get her looks from her father. 

“Are you from around here?” Kate said. 

“I sure am.” Lauren smiled the smile of a proud local. 

Hannah began to fuss behind her mother’s legs. Though Lauren was a small woman, she easily picked up her daughter with ease and sat Hannah on her hip. 

Kate watched as the oversized child seemed to swallow up her tiny mother. Lauren beamed as though she didn’t mind being devoured. Kate considered, not for the first time, her own conflicting emotions regarding motherhood. It must take so much work to keep a child happy and healthy.

“And you?” Lauren brushed back the hair sticking to her daughter’s snotty nose. Hannah decided she didn’t like Kate’s looks and buried her face in the crook of her mother’s neck. The gesture forced Lauren’s head into an awkward angle. A flicker of annoyance flashed in her neighbor’s eyes. So the beaming mother was human, after all.

“Grew up in Minneapolis until my parents moved to Eden Prairie when I was in high school.”

“Oh, so you’re from a ways away. A big city-girl, huh?”

“I guess.” Kate flinched and fought to hide her flicker of annoyance. If she had a dollar for each time someone from Deer Lake uttered those words. 

“How did you end up down here in our part of Wisconsin?”

“My husband, Adam. He’s got an amazing job. It would’ve been silly to ask him to leave so I could live closer to home. He grew up around here, too. Do you know De Soto?” Lauren nodded. Hannah smeared a dribble of snot on Lauren’s collar. “I’m just trying to figure out what’s next, which is fine. And Deer Lake seems pretty nice.”

“It’s a great town to raise a family.” Lauren patted the crown of her daughter’s blonde head. “Quiet. Safe. None of those big-city problems.”

“That’s what I hear.”  She wouldn’t mind a few big-city problems right then—something to break up the monotony.

“Well, you should come over to my place for tea sometime.”

“Yes! I would love that.”

“How about Friday morning? Around ten?”

“That would be fantastic.”

“Great. Just give a little knock on the door and come on in.” Lauren’s sweet smile was so contagious and kind. Kate returned an equally genuine grin. Hannah squirmed and let out a faint, whistling squeal. “Okay, honey. Let’s get you down for a nap. Great to meet you, Kate. See ya Friday.” 

“Fantastic, see you Friday.” Kate waved and returned to her house, feeling lighter than she had in days. The empty throbbing in her chest had disappeared entirely. She was both elated and a little terrified to finally have a date to get to know a local. Adam would be thrilled. He worried about her lack of friends. Everyone Kate knew and loved, other than Adam, lived far, far away.

Kate paused at the side door leading to the kitchen, her eyes following the street’s incline. The town had made the road as steep as they dared before stopping at the foot of Tower Hill. Yesterday, while on an idle walk to explore the neighborhood, she found one of several entrances for the ridge's hiking paths. A placard at the hill’s base described a myriad of ways to scramble up, around, and across the ridge. On the next sunny day, she planned to begin her exploration of the behemoth. 

Her eyes went beyond the street and up to the radio tower, blinking at the crest of the hill. The morning was happy and bright, but the buzzards didn’t soar in their lazy circles. Instead, they sat like fat black dots on the many rungs, resting, waiting for ...  something. What had Mrs. Keller said about the buzzards?

“When the vultures ain’t flying, the Shadow is on the prowl.”

Kate rolled her eyes and went inside to take a cold shower.

* * *
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Kate had meant to spend the day painting. However, after several starts and stops, she gave up. Her sugar maple muse lost its luster as the pleasant morning toppled into an unexpectedly dark afternoon. 

Why not work on her business website instead? 

She scanned the various uploaded paintings and reconsidered the prices on several works. Should she put a few on sale just to move some product? She should invest in prints, people liked the affordability of prints. But she would have to drive all the way to Madison to find a reliable printer.

Too many thoughts pinged against the walls of her skull. 

What should she wear to have tea with Lauren? What if Lauren didn’t like her? What if Kate didn’t like Lauren? How else would she find a friend in the middle of nowhere? God, she missed the steady noise of a busy street. Her neighborhood’s quiet was nearly suffocating.

No. Kate couldn’t think like that. This was her home, and she would do what it took to make it feel like one.

Distracted, Kate fell into a social media vortex. Honing her social media presence would help attract more people to her website. She explored her college friends’ Instagram pages to see how they promoted their work. Many were developing their artistic brand, including pictures of their smiling faces in exciting and sometimes exotic locations. 

Kate’s bottom lip popped out as she watched a tractor roll past. That was far from the first time she had seen agricultural equipment hauled or driven past her studio windows.

The afternoon dissolved into a pity party as she stalked her former classmates and clicked on images of lives much more interesting than hers. Some of her cohorts continued to slog away at school while others had moved to larger cities to begin their professional artistic lives. A couple moved to Chicago, another to Los Angeles, and a few headed to unexpected places like Albuquerque and Nashville. Kate was the only one who got married and settled in a small town.

So many new, exciting lives in new and exciting places full of farm-to-table restaurants, chic galleries, adorable pop-up bars, and independently-owned coffee shops danced across her screen. There were so many places Kate would love as much as they did. So many places better than secluded, lackluster Deer Lake. 

She scolded herself for thinking that way as she admired a photograph of the view from a friend’s balcony in Denver. The nearly-closed chasm in her chest threatened to crack open. 

A steady drizzle began outside Kate’s window. The sugar maple leaves fluttered when struck by fat drops of rain. Usually, she loved a good, cozy, rainy day. Time to make some tea and appreciate the watercolor composition of the world. Instead, the desire to cry pricked at the back of her eyes, along with a growing headache. She needed a different distraction, and running wasn’t an option, nor was going for a walk, especially around Tower Hill. What if she ran into the notorious “Shadow?”

What did a “Shadow” look like?

Kate performed a quick Google search using the phrase “monsters of Wisconsin.” The resulting list was a cadre of wikis and a couple of Wisconsin tourist sites containing short pages dedicated to local folklore. Scanning the websites, she soon discovered that Wisconsin, much to her surprise, was rampant with monsters. 

Rhinelander, far north of Deer Lake, had a half-bulldog, half-dinosaur beast called a hodag. The town, happy to revel in its goofy history with the monster, dedicated several statues to the creature. 

Wisconsin had nearly as many lakes and rivers as her dear Minnesota, and locals claimed various aquatic monsters populated their watery depths. Between werewolves in the woods, little people called “Haunchies,” and a few good, old-fashioned ghosts, her new home state had all sorts of supernatural phenomena. Giggling as she perused an image search of hodags, Kate came upon a photo different from the others. Unlike the bright pictures of women hugging the Hodag statue, the photo was in black-and-white, a small mess of tree trunks and jagged shadows. She clicked on the image and frowned, leaning closer to her laptop screen.

One more click redirected Kate to a website called TheRealShadowofTowerHill.com. Did they mean her Tower Hill? 

The site had a simple template: dark gray background, silly dripping Slasher font, and a series of blurry images of shadows in trees. Bloody letters on the top home page read: “The Truth about the Shadow of Tower Hill.” The main menu was broken down into history, testimonials, photos, and audio. 

Kate didn’t care about her neighbors’ overactive imaginations. Where was the creepy, strange black-and-white photo? She scanned past the story on the main page, clicked the link to the photo page, and found what she was looking for.  She found the picture at the bottom, hidden amongst images of trees and deer silhouettes. A small photo whose shadows and highlights easily deceived the viewer. The odd, elongated figure must be a deer, too. What else could it be? And yet, the antlers' wide, broken, and jagged shapes were unlike anything she had seen before.

Kate pressed her face close to her computer screen until the shapes pixelated into an abstract blur. Sitting back, the image faltered. Shadows had a way of becoming strange and scary things in the depths of a forest. A tree fall could be the bristling back of a werewolf, a rotting stump could become a hodag, and a deer in the woods could become the Shadow of Tower Hill.

“Don’t be stupid,” Kate murmured, closed her laptop, and went off to make a pot of Earl Grey. The last thing she needed was another reason to be freaked out about living in Deer Lake.
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Chapter Four


[image: ]




Fresh from a shower, Kate shook out her hair as she headed to Lauren’s house for their tea date. She plucked at the hem of her carefully chosen blouse and clutched the small bouquet of yellow chrysanthemums purchased from the local grocery the previous evening. 

“Positive, be positive,” Kate murmured, smoothing the front of her lacy top. Her nerves jangled, and her stomach made a series of unfortunate sounds. “You’re okay. Don’t be nervous.”

She couldn’t remember when her nerves had rattled so hard before a social engagement. During school, she had looked forward to them. However, it was easier to walk into a room full of MFA candidates versus a complete stranger. What if Lauren thought she was weird? What if Lauren turned out to be an awful bore? What if they had nothing in common and nothing to talk about? 

Rapping a knuckle on Lauren’s front door, Kate sucked in all her reservations. When Lauren appeared, Kate smiled so hard her cheeks ached. 

“Hey there.” Dressed for comfort, her neighbor wore a pair of black leggings and a striped top with a fresh brown food stain near the collar.

”Hi.” Kate tugged once more at her shirt hem. “Thanks again for inviting me over.”

“My pleasure. I’ve been looking forward to it. Hannah is down for her nap, so let’s try not to be too loud. Oh, and please take off your shoes.” Lauren gestured to the scattered assortment of shoes on their welcome mat in the foyer, a tired gleam in her gaze. 

Kate noticed for the first time the slight droop to everything about Lauren. Concealer couldn’t hide the shadows beneath her eyes. Her shoulders sagged in a way Kate had seen many times in portfolio reviews after students stayed up all night finishing their work.

Lauren’s place was tidy. The furniture appeared second-hand but clean despite the few scattered stains—likely the result of having a toddler in the house. Several family photographs hung from the walls, primarily starring Hannah. A picture of Lauren’s small figure enlarged by pregnancy brought a smile to Kate’s lips, then a wince. The unborn Hannah seemed to consume Lauren’s body.

“I brought you flowers.” Kate awkwardly thrust the bouquet in front of her. The heads of the mums bobbed in response.

“Oh, that’s so sweet of you.” Lauren reached for the flowers and blushed. “Let me see if I can find a pickle jar to put these in.”

Lauren headed to the kitchen in the back of the house while Kate surveyed another wall of family pictures. She found one of Lauren, a few years younger, held in the arms of an enormous man, lifting her off the ground. Lauren’s boyfriend stood a foot taller than her and was built like a linebacker. The unfortunate contours of Hannah’s bulbous face mirrored her father’s. Another picture showed the giant cradling baby Hannah and beaming with the pride of a new father. He wasn’t a pretty man, but had the same lovely, deep blue eyes as Hannah.

Lauren returned, holding a steaming cup in each hand. 

Kate pointed to the photo. “Is this your boyfriend?” 

“Oh, sure, that’s my Jake.” Lauren handed Kate a mug. “I made us some Friendship tea. I hope you like it. Careful, might still be hot.”

“Thank you.” Kate inhaled the spicy citrus scent. The tea’s aroma reminded her of fall. “Friendship tea? I don’t think I’ve heard of it before.” The spicy brew tasted like it smelled, a little too sweet for her palate but rich with cinnamon, clove, and tangy citrus. “Mmmm, what’s in this?”

“You’ll never guess.” Lauren smiled, a mischievous gleam in her eyes. “But Tang is one of the ingredients.”

Kate tasted the tea a second time. “No, kidding? It's super good.”

“A little recipe among us country folks.” Lauren shrugged and settled onto the overstuffed couch. “I’m just so excited to have another woman my age nearby. The old ladies are sweet and all, but what’s there to talk about other than the weather and gardening?”

“Me too. I’m so glad you invited me over. I’ve always heard it’s hard to make new friends after college, and I’m starting to understand.”

“Where did you go to college?” 

“St. Olaf for undergrad and then the University of Iowa for grad school.”

“And, let me guess, for painting? Or art or something like that?”

“How did you know?”

“I swear I’m not a Peeping Tom.” Lauren blushed again, deeper than before. “I noticed all your canvases and stuff in your sunroom while doing some yard work.”

“That room is like, all windows.” Kate waved a dismissive hand. “It would be hard not to notice. That’s why I put my studio out there. Lots of natural light.”

“Wow, so much school. You must be talented. And crazy smart. I’ve always admired artistic people. I don’t have an artistic bone in my body.” 

A creak and a moan murmured above them. Lauren held her breath and fixed her eyes on the ceiling. Kate had the wisdom to be silent. They sat momentarily, waiting for Hannah to decide if nap time was over. Kate's eyes followed the path of a crack snaking from one end of the living room to the other.

Lauren rubbed a bleary eye. “My Hannah, she's a restless sleeper.”

“What about you? Do you work? I mean, I know being a mother is a full-time job,” Kate said, trying not to sound judgmental. While she couldn’t imagine staying home all day and being a servant to someone else’s needs, she didn’t want to give a false impression that she criticized anyone for making such a choice.

“Oh, sure. I started working as a bartender at O’Rielly’s on evenings and weekends about a month ago. I was at the Tipsy Cow before, but O’Rielly’s is so much nicer. I watch Hannah during the day. Jake takes care of her at night. He works the first shift at the dairy processing plant. You know, the one south of town? That’s how I met my Jake. Bartending. He saw me behind the bar, and we clicked right away.”

“That’s Adam’s favorite place in town.” Kate recalled her impressions of O’Rielly’s the few times she visited: dim lighting, booming country music, and the smell of stale beer. “We stopped there once or twice when we were dating. He goes there sometimes after work. I bet you’ve met him.”

“Oh, of course.” Lauren’s eyes widened as she made the connection. “I know your Adam. We haven’t spoken much, but he seems like a great guy. Leaves awesome tips. And so very polite. So, how the heck did you meet him?”

“I met him like you met Jake. At a bar. Such a Wisconsin way to meet, isn’t it? I had just turned twenty-one and was out with a couple of high school friends in La Crosse. He was in town for a car show—just a random meeting. We had immediate fireworks. I mean, I’ve never had a connection like that before. Totally blown away.”
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