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  To all the girls who are strange and unusual, who desire and yearn. You are seen. You are loved. 







  
    
      “Come away, O human child!

To the waters and the wild

With a faery, hand in hand,

For the world’s more full of weeping than you can understand.”


    

    
      — W.B. Yeats
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  Aislin - Present

  
  




Depending on where you started the story, it started with Aislin O’Malley. She drove deep into the woods, down the long winding roads leading to the Freel family cabin. Her cell reception had dropped about half an hour ago, but she had memorized the route by heart. She’d know the way even with her eyes closed, as if the twists and curves of the route had been carved into the backs of her eyelids. 

There had been a storm the night before, but the day had steadily grown warmer, and the air smelt of rain-soaked dirt and sun-dried leaves. Aislin loved this time of year, when spring teetered into summer like a toddler learning to walk, never sure if it could fully commit to the transition. The sun had already dipped towards the horizon, painting the forest in a swath of bruise purples and yellows. She had left later than she had originally wanted to, but that was to be expected. It was her first time in a long while driving up to the cabin with another passenger after all.

When she and the girls were in high school, they would all get up at the break of dawn and pile into Poppy’s parent’s van and drive up to the cabin. Breena and Vivien would blast Evanescence and Nirvana through the car stereo, while Poppy drove, and Aislin dealt out the snacks. They’d do anything just to get away from Devil’s Pointe, even going as far as to tell Poppy’s parents that they were using the cabin for Bible study. The Freels never cared much for what Poppy, or the rest of the girls got up to, as long as it didn’t get back to the congregation and embarrass them. Almost every teenager in Devil’s Pointe was doing drugs or partying or sleeping with some sleazy person they met at the gas station just off Route 5, so it was easy for the girls to fly under the radar.

No one liked spilling secrets when they could get their own misdeeds brought to light. Everyone watched everyone. As much as they all wanted to pretend, secrets didn’t really exist in Devil’s Pointe.

Now it had become something of a ritual for the remaining three to make the trip just before dusk so they could soak up the last rays of the sun in solitude. Aislin had the windows rolled down so she could feel the wind brushing through her hair like the tips of Poppy’s fingers while the radio static played in the background—the station she liked always cut out about 15 minutes into the trip.

Even with Poppy gone, the Freels still let the girls use their cabin whenever they needed to get away, which surprised Aislin. They wanted to sell it after everything had happened, but no one would buy it. It sat on the market for a year before the Freels decided that it would be less work to just keep it. They let the girls do whatever they wanted with the cabin and in return, never had to deal with it again.

Had Breena and Vivien made it up yet? Vivien was always the first one to make it up and she’d usually be cooking or sitting in front of a roaring fire with a book in her lap by the time Aislin arrived. Breena was almost always last. She was perpetually late to everything. Time is made up, she always said with a wave of her hand or a heavy sigh as she settled onto the carpet at Vivien’s feet.

“Do you want me to change the radio station?” Jamie asked. She had gotten pretty good at pretending he wasn’t there. But alas, there he was, sat in the passenger seat fiddling with his camera, not bothering to even look over at her as he spoke. Aislin supposed she couldn’t blame him. He wasn’t interested in her or anything she had to say while the camera was off. He didn’t want to risk missing out on any vital material, so Aislin kept mostly quiet throughout their trip, aside from basic questions and answers.

“I’d like to keep it if you don’t mind. I kind of like it.” She shook her head and turned the radio’s volume up a bit, “It’s like white noise. You won’t find any other stations this far into the mountains.”

“Where exactly are we?”

“We’re in the White Mountains, just a few hours outside Devil’s Pointe.”

Jamie hummed in acknowledgment as he adjusted his camera, peering through the viewfinder. It looked like he was getting shots of the trees surrounding them, likely to add to the dramatics of his documentary. Aislin didn’t know much about Jamie, aside from the basics she could find on his blog and social media. He had reached out to Vivien, and she had relayed everything back to Aislin and Breena.

Aislin hadn’t been too keen about the documentary, but she didn’t mind too much. Having Jamie in the cabin with them would be weird, but they had dealt with worse. Breena had been vehemently against it. She and Vivien spent three days arguing about it, until Breena finally acquiesced. The idea of letting him into their yearly drive up to their cabin, their ritual, their mourning. It felt like a cat playing with the mouse invading its home before killing it.

He was a complete stranger, and it felt odd for him to be filming something so private.

We’re so solitary. I think it might be good for us to talk about it all. Vivien could convince them to do anything with a mere bat of her lashes and a coy smile. It was hard to say no to her.

All she really knew about Jamie was that he was a young filmmaker that had just graduated from NYU, and he had won some kind of major indie film award for this overly macabre movie he made his freshman year. It had been some horror flick about a little girl that got stolen away by the faeries. Vivien had found it enjoyable, but Aislin could barely stomach the first few scenes. Breena didn’t even bother watching the film.

From what Vivien told her, his movies were hailed as gospel within a few niche online film groups, and though he typically gravitated towards horror, he wanted to try dipping his toes into the world of true crime documentaries.

What better way to jump into the water than with the Lambs?

It’s what the media decided to call them after they had been found. The Lambs—something to do with the sacrificial way the girls had been posed in the woods and the gauzy white dresses they were wearing when the police finally found them. She still had the dress—held onto it out of some morbid desire to be close to Poppy. Vivien and Breena still had theirs too.

Aislin shook the thoughts of that night away. She didn’t like looking at it too closely. Didn’t like the way it made her stomach stir or heat rise to her face.

Jamie didn’t look like any of the other fans Aislin had met before, she didn’t even know if he was a fan. He must have been if he was willing to spend an entire weekend filming and interviewing them, but he also could have just been desperate, not wanting to lose the fame he had come into so quickly.

“So, now that I’ve got the camera all set up,” Jamie spun the camera to face her, “Why don’t you start?”

“Oh, I don’t—I mean this whole thing is a little weird for me. I’m sure you know but we don’t usually do interviews, like ever. I don’t even go to my own art auctions. I wouldn’t even know where to start.” After all the police interrogations and the media frenzy that surrounded them in the months following the incident, the girls had made a pact promising one another to stay out of the spotlight. They didn’t want the attention, the fame. Nothing good came out of what happened, and they didn’t want to act like something had.

“Why do you all hide in the shadows? You guys are famous. Most people wouldn’t look that gift horse in the mouth.” Jamie chuckled under his breath.

Aislin’s hands tightened on the steering wheel until her knuckles turned white. “I guess, we don’t want to be a spectacle. It’s not right to gain fame for what happened. It would feel dishonorable to her memory.”

“Her as in Poppy.”

Aislin nodded, rubbing the tips of her fingers together to ease the tension in her body.

“Tell me about her. She’s where it all kind of started right?”

And there was the command: Tell me about Poppy.

Tell me about Poppy. Tell me what it was like to be friends with Poppy. Did you hate her? Do you miss her? Did you love her too much? Did she make you feel inferior? Did you hate her? Why didn’t she come back? Why did you come back?

“What do you want to know?” Aislin asked. There was so much Aislin could say, even more that she wouldn’t.

“Start at the beginning. How’d you all become friends?”

Aislin stiffened at the question. It wasn’t the line of questioning she was used to. There didn’t seem to be an ulterior motive behind his words. How’d you all become friends? It felt…innocent. So innocent she wanted to burst out laughing. She nearly did, and she had to bite her tongue so hard to stop herself that she almost bled.

She rolled her answer around in her mouth for a moment. With the sun almost gone and the moon rising higher in the sky by the minute, the air was getting cooler, causing goosebumps to rise across Jamie’s skin. The cold never quite reached Aislin. She was always cold, so it rarely bothered her.

“Well, I guess I was technically the first out of our group to meet Poppy. Our parents grew up in the church together, so once my dad moved us back to town, Poppy and I were always around one another. We didn’t talk much, just spent most of our lives staring at one another from across the dinner table or sharing a pew during service. But we didn’t really become friends until we met Breena and Vivien when we were thirteen. The scariest age for girls, my stepmother used to say. When you’re right on the precipice of childhood, standing on that cliff ready to jump into the golden age of being a teen. I guess we were these bored, fragile little creatures so we tied ourselves to the closest thing we could find.”

“And what was that?” Jamie asked.

Aislin scoffed; the answer was obvious. “Poppy. She was like our planet, and we were the moons orbiting around her.”

“That sounds intense.”

Intense was an understatement. Most of their teen-hood was spent worshiping Poppy like a deity. With her, they were grounded: given an ideal to match, an orbit to follow. They always knew where they were going when the four of them were together. What they didn’t realize at the time was that Poppy worshiped them just the same.

Aislin let out a nervous chuckle, “Being tied to each other like we all were—it was like being in a fairy tale and your worst nightmare all at the same time. Where one went, the rest followed. No matter what. And when we tried pulling away from one another, it was like we were ripping at the seams that held us together. We were teenagers. We lived our lives in absolutes. All black. All white. Never an in-between.”

“What was so special about Poppy?” His question was too flippant, too casual. What was so special about Poppy?

Everything. There was nothing ordinary about her.

“She just had a knack for showing up when you needed her. Even when you didn’t know it yourself. When my dad died, suddenly she was everywhere: sitting with me at lunch, walking me to school, singing with me at church.”

“You have stepsisters. Were you not close to them?”

What could she really say about her sisters? That she had wanted to hack at their hair while they were sleeping? Burn their favorite dresses and gifts that their mother, Mavis, had given them? Paint their lockers with pig’s blood or put dead animals in their beds like they had done to her so many times?

“We weren’t really close, but I didn’t hate them. They had only been married into the family for a short while before my dad died, so we didn’t have a lot of time to bond. It felt like I was the only one really grieving him, so I suppose a part of me resented them for that.” She picked at a hangnail on her thumb and when it started to bleed, she brought it to her mouth, savoring the way it coated her tongue.

There was a hidden path just off to the right of the road that led to her father’s old cabin. When her father was still around, the two of them would drive up to this neck of the woods every Christmas and spend the week making snowmen, drinking hot chocolate, and telling scary stories. Her dad had been a writer, not a very prolific one or a very famous one, but everyone in Devil’s Pointe had owned a copy of at least one of his novels. Aislin had always loved his stories—dark tales of young maidens being stolen away in the woods or children being snatched from their cradles when their parents’ backs were turned away.

Aislin had learned at a young age that the woods were nothing but trouble. She had spent most of her childhood half terrified of the forests that sat at the edge of Devil’s Pointe. Her father had always warned her to keep her wits about her. The trees keep secrets. They aren’t your friends.

What her father hadn’t known was that there were far worse things hidden in the forest than the trees.

“Poppy made me feel seen. Like my pain was real. Like it mattered.”

Jamie was silent for a moment, but he kept the camera trained on her. Her eyes stayed on the road, but she could feel how he watched her through the lens. Ever since he got in her car, he avoided looking directly at her as if the real thing might taint the image he was putting on film.

“Does anyone feel seen?” He asked.

Aislin shrugged. “No. No one feels seen. That’s the burden of being a teenage girl. It’s why you spend your years searching for people who see you and see through you. Searching for people that won’t judge you, who will love you unconditionally. No matter how horrible of a person you may be.”

The girls just got lucky that they found someone like that so quickly.

“Did you feel like a horrible person?”

Aislin shook her head, her hands tightening on the steering wheel. She couldn’t get the word “No” past her lips. It was a lie, or at least it felt like it was. If she explained it to him, would he understand? Would he believe her?

It was dark now, with only the moon and her car’s headlights to illuminate the road.

There was an ear-splitting thud as the car jolted over something lying in the road. Aislin could feel the undercarriage of the car scraping against whatever she ran over, and she slammed her foot on the brake, the car screeching to a halt. Jamie swore under his breath as Aislin stared out the windshield, her heart jackhammering in her chest. She couldn’t have hit a person, no one ever just walked this close to the road.

She unbuckled her seatbelt and scrambled out of the car, Jamie following behind. The night was quiet, save for the low rumble of her car’s engine and the dinging of her dashboard telling her that the door was open. Her front bumper was dented and there were dark flecks of blood and hair stuck in the grill.

“What the hell did you hit?” Jamie asked, pointing his camera at the front of her car.

Aislin just stared at her car, eyes wide in bewilderment as she took in the clumps of hair caught in her grill and the splatters of blood garnishing her hood. Her stomach knotted at the sight of the blood, anticipation flooding her body. She walked around to the back of her car, wrapping her arms around her middle. The wind bristled through the trees above them, carrying whispered voices that brushed across Aislin’s skin. She shivered.

She could feel something watching her from the tree line, but she refused to look up. Nothing good comes from searching in the shadows.

Laying in the middle of the road was a doe, sitting in a puddle of blood. Its bright brown fur was now matted and covered in blood so dark it looked almost black. But she hadn’t been the one to kill it. The doe’s ribs had been pried open, guts splayed across the road, and its middle was now almost wholly flat from her tires. It was barely a few months old.

“What happened to it? A coyote or mountain lion get to it?” Jamie trained his camera on the deer and Aislin could hear the lens zooming in. She wanted to hit him or hit the camera out of his hand. It was gross and, in that moment, he was no better than any gossip monger in Devil’s Point. He wanted a story, even if it came at the expense of someone else, someone—or something—innocent.

“There’s a lot of things that could’ve done this,” Aislin said. It wasn’t just her father who had been wary of the monsters in the forest. There were so many hungry things hiding in the woods. The deer was just another unlucky animal in the wrong place at the wrong time. But it was still so young. So small. Too small to be torn apart the way it was. She wondered how scared it must have been. How alone it must have felt.

“I’m going to move it off of the road and then we can keep driving. The cabin is only a few miles away.” She took a few steps back and walked to the car’s back door so she could grab the thick blanket she always kept on the seats.

Jamie dropped his camera and looked at her, his eyes wide with confusion. In the glow of the car headlights, she could finally see the blue of his eyes. He looked at her like she was crazy and pointed to the deer at his feet, “You’re going to move it?”

Aislin nodded and bent down to gather what she could of the deer into the blanket, “It’s the least I can do after running it over. If I leave it here, it’ll never get moved.”

“It’s just a deer. Some animals will probably come along as soon as we leave and drag it off somewhere to eat it.”

Aislin waved him off, brushing her fingers over its soft face. Its mother must be worried sick, anxiously pacing the forest looking for its babe.

“Can you even pick it up?” He asked, eyes wide with disbelief.

The doe looked like it weighed little more than 20 pounds. She had carried heavier.

She cradled the poor thing to her chest and walked a few feet off the road. Its head hung limp over her arm, flopping with each step she took, and she could feel its blood seeping through the blanket and into her shirt, but she paid it no mind. It would have been wrong to leave it lying in the road. She found a spot just past the tree line and laid it down in the dirt. Its round, dark eyes stared up at a sky of nothing. The stars hadn’t come out yet.
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Aislin was no stranger to funerals. The first funeral she attended was her mother’s, a somber, lonely affair that passed by in the blink of an eye. So, unlike her father’s funeral, which had been packed full of gossiping people with nothing better to do than ruin a family’s mourning. 

Everyone had been dressed in their fanciest black outfits, including her stepmother and sisters, while she had worn the nicest looking thing she could find stuffed away in the attic. They were moth bitten and a little wrinkled, but they did the job.

The ladies with their freshly curled hair and shiny pearl necklaces and obnoxiously big rings had disagreed. Between taking turns scoffing at Aislin’s attire and bad mouthing her parents, they would grab their children by the shoulders and whisper to them some nonsense all while pointing at her and shaking their heads. 

It became a game. Someone new would shuffle in, they’d sigh with their hand over their hearts, give a little sniffle, listen to the whispers of the other women, and then came the scoff, their hands on the children’s shoulders, the pointing. It happened every fifteen minutes and Aislin had taken to counting out the time between each scoff to keep busy. 

She hadn’t liked the way they all stared at her, like she was some exotic injured animal, and they didn’t know whether she would lick them or bite them. Aislin didn’t know which she would do either, but if the whispers continued, she wouldn’t know how to be nice.

They talked about her as if she wasn’t standing in the same room as them and they loved to speak ill of the dead. Soon all the words had started blending together and she would only catch glimpses of sentences: 

How could he…

Wasted potential…

Pathetic excuse of…

But then, Pastor Freel had walked into the room with his wife and all the grating hushed whispers fell and skittered across the floor, like a mouse trying to escape the claws of a cat. 

The Freels had made their way to Aislin and her “family,” exchanging pleasant smiles that were so forced Aislin could nearly see the strings pulling the Pastor’s mouth taut. A rustle of his wife’s skirt had dragged Aislin’s eyes away from the man. A small, white hand clutched the fabric of the skirt, making it tremble under its grasp. From behind the wife, long auburn hair and wide dark eyes that were too big for their face peered at Aislin.

That was the first time Aislin met Poppy. A moth swirled around in her stomach twisting it up into tiny little knots. When she smiled, Aislin expected to find rows of sharp, pointed, bloodied teeth staring back at her, but she only found the same blunt, little teeth that adorned the inside of Aislin’s own mouth. 

The girl had said nothing as her eyes roamed over Aislin’s messy hair and too big, too wrinkled clothes. But it didn’t feel like the judgey gazes of the older women, it felt soft and light. There was no extra weight behind the girl’s stare, there was nothing in it but pure, unadulterated curiosity.

She was just a girl, hiding behind her mother’s leg, in a crowd of people sneering down at her. 

I see you.

Aislin wanted Poppy to know that she saw her too. Maybe that was why she spent so much time watching her.

They didn’t become friends, until much later.

At the start of seventh grade, Aislin and Poppy were put in the same homeroom class. Sometimes while she sat in class, Aislin would peer over her shoulder—eyes innately drawn to Poppy’s even from across the room—and watch while Poppy sat at her desk.

That day in March or maybe April she had been gnawing on the end of her pen. She had always had a habit of chewing: her hair, her pencils, her nails. It was like she was perpetually hungry, happy to have anything she could sink her teeth into. Aislin could understand that gnawing feeling that never went away. Sometimes Aislin would stare at Poppy for a bit too long and her teeth would slowly sharpen, her nails would slowly elongate, her eyes would slowly darken. In her mind, Poppy was like a shapeshifter, or a chameleon, either way it had intrigued her.

She had been thankful for the distraction. That morning, she had woken up surrounded by chunks of her own hair. No doubt a surprise from her sisters. Before they had slashed her canvases, ripped apart her drawing notebook, even left a dead mouse in her bed on more than a couple occasions, but they had never touched her before. She had cried so hard she vomited into the bathroom sink.

They had always been cruel, but cutting her hair was something beyond them.

She had tried to force herself to refer to them as her stepsisters, but her father had loved them just as much as he loved her before he died, and they had known each other since they were five. They were like almost-sisters. Even if they hated her, they grew up in the same little house, once shared the same little room and the same little toys.
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