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Chapter One

Dreams 



Josie Burns was dreaming.

She dreamt of a door. It was small, just big enough for her eight-year-old self to crawl through comfortably. She had seen this door before—many times, in fact, during the hours which claimed her mind in sleep-but had never opened it. It seemed to hold secrets too large for its slender frame.

This time was different. She pulled it open hesitantly, its hinges screaming like a wild animal. On the other side, there was only darkness. The sudden hiss of a match being struck alight made her jump, and she turned to find her brother, Andy, squeezing through the doorway. There was something not quite right about him being there with her, but Josie couldn’t put her finger on it.

“Where have you been?” she whispered.

“I’ve been here,” he replied. His voice sounded sad. “C’mon, let’s go. It’s getting late. The Shadow Man will be mad.”

Josie jerked awake, the way one does after having a dream of falling a great distance. After a moment of disorientation, she realized she was safe in her bed and let out a ragged breath. 

Someone was in the room with her.

She could sense a presence, lurking just outside her peripheral. She lay perfectly still, trying to suss out the faint but unmistakable sounds of someone breathing or the shuffling of feet. After a moment, when all was quiet, she relaxed a bit. Probably something left from my dream, she thought tiredly. But her eyes still scanned the darkness of her bedroom, roving over the boxes of her belongings that were stacked in every corner. The face of her alarm clock was blank; the electricity had already been shut off then. Her mother had been tying up loose ends all day, getting things ready for the move.

There was no moonlight to speak of. She could see next to nothing, only shadow upon shadow. Her mind recalled Andy’s words in the dream, and she shuddered. Who or what was “The Shadow Man”? In the grip of her fear, she did not recognize the grim reality that should have set in after her brother’s appearance in that dream. She did not, after being awoken in the middle of the night, remember that he had gone missing six years ago, when she was eight and he was ten. 

Something moved in her closet. Wire hangers clanged together, then suddenly stopped, as though someone had grabbed them. Josie sat up on her elbows in bed, her heart thudding a dull rhythm in her ears.

“Who’s in here?” she whispered. The sound of her own voice gave her a boost of confidence: “Emily, if that’s you, it’s not funny!”

“Josie?” A light knock on her bedroom door. Her sister, Emily.

Josie tried to focus her eyes on the black rectangle that was her closet, but it was no use in the dark. There was nothing to see.

The bedroom door opened and Emily stuck her head in, looking sleepy and disheveled. She carried a small flashlight in one hand, which pierced the darkness in a thin, silvery beam.

“Who are you talking to in here?”

“I guess I was talking in my sleep,” Josie said, sitting all the way up in bed. “Bring me that flashlight.”

Her little sister did as she was told and then plopped down on the bed, wrapping the quilt around her bare legs. The house was drafty at the best of times, but with no heat, it was downright cold. It was only the first week of October, and already the forecasters were calling for snow, a rarity in Kentucky which Josie dreaded, although she wouldn’t be around to see it. Tomorrow they would be almost a thousand miles away in Maine, starting their lives over.

Josie walked toward the closet with slow, deliberate steps, partly in fear of what she would find and partly out of necessity. Her belongings were packed neatly in boxes from the moving company, but there were several of them, too many to really fit in her small bedroom. They were stacked on top of each other haphazardly, some leaning in precarious positions, and if she wasn’t careful, she would send them flying.

“What are you doing?” Emily asked with genuine curiosity. 

“I just want to make sure I haven’t left anything in my closet,” Josie said softly, pointing the flashlight straight ahead of her. “We’ll be in a hurry in the morning, and I don’t want to forget anything.”

“It is the morning,” Emily pointed out with a jaw-cracking yawn. “I’m only up because I had to go to the bathroom. It’s freezing in there, by the way. If you have to go, put on some socks.”

“Mhmm,” Josie said. She was six inches from the closet now, and all was silent. Taking a deep breath, she yanked the door open. It was empty save for several wire hangers, which were moving slowly back and forth as though caught in a slight breeze.

She let out a shaky sigh and closed the door, clicking off the flashlight. Her eyes were better adjusted to the darkness now, and she moved back to her bed, crawling over Emily and snuggling under the blanket.

“Hmph, a nye thin?” Emily mumbled, already half asleep. Josie translated that into “Find anything?” and whispered soothing words to get her sister back into the land of dream. Having found nothing, and with the warmth of the quilt and the comfort of her little sister’s presence, Josie felt the tension ease from her body. The noise in the closet had probably been her imagination or just one of the many drafts of air that floated through the old house all the time. She closed her eyes, feeling satisfied enough with that explanation. 

In light of the night’s events, the dream was all but forgotten.

∞


Josie opened her eyes to find the sun had come up, throwing its weak light over the bare limbs of trees and the dead lawn. Emily, who had always been an early riser, was gone; presumably back to her own room to get dressed for the day. She’d left a warm spot in the bed, though, and Josie rolled over into it, loathe to get up. It was so warm there beneath the heavy quilt and the room was freezing. 

Her dream came back to her and she frowned, trying to remember it in detail. There had been a door, she recalled, a tiny door to a tiny cupboard. There had been things inside, but she couldn’t quite see them in her mind’s eye. And something else, something perplexing…

Andy. Her brother, missing now for six years, had been there with her. She hadn’t dreamed of him in a long time. The memory of it made her heartache, and she felt a solid lump form in her throat, the salty kind that always brought tears. It was the sneakiness of grief that made it so terrible, she thought. You could go about your life like always, fill it with school and friends and music, and then one day the thing you thought was gone would roar into full, pulsing vitality. It was always there, sleeping beneath the surface; a great hibernating bear.

Emily came bouncing in, full of pep despite the interruptions in her sleep, and sat on the end of the bed. Josie burrowed further beneath the blanket in protest. At ten years old, her sister was definitely a morning person, and Josie was way on the other end of the spectrum.

“Mom says to get up because the movers will be here in thirty minutes—”

“Ugh.”

“—and she said I can keep Ham in the car with me as long as he stays in the carrier.”

“Double ugh.”

“What did Hamilton ever do to you?”Josie sighed. “He’s kept me awake almost every night since you’ve had him because I can hear him running in his wheel. It squeaks, and it’s super annoying.”

“He has to run; otherwise he’ll get fat and out of shape,” Emily replied, rolling her eyes. “Hamsters need lots of exercise. I read about it at school.”

“But that’s perfect,” Josie grinned. “A fat hamster named Ham, how cute is that?”

“You’re in a mood,” Emily said in a perfect imitation of their mother. “How long did it take you to get back to sleep last night?”

“Too long. Do I hear the Bishop Brothers somewhere?”

“Mom let me download their new album! She said it’s a moving away gift. She has something for you, too.”

That piqued Josie’s interest enough to earn a peek from beneath the quilt. “What is it?”

But Emily was already gone, dancing down the hallway back to her room and the Bishop Brothers, whose voices suddenly became unbearably loud through the thin wall.

“Just because I’m awake, that doesn’t mean you can blast it as loud as you want!” Josie shouted, banging on the wall above her bed.

“Get over it, turd breath!” Emily called good-naturedly.

“Emily Marie Burns!” their mom shouted up the stairs. “I heard that!” Then, a moment later to Josie, “Get up, kiddo. Time to face the day. If you want your gift, you have to walk downstairs for it.”

Josie shuffled from her room. Gift or no gift, the day had several things working against it: cold wooden floors were just the beginning. Several hours from now she would be an official resident of Maine, living in a house with two old women she hadn’t seen in years. Everything she knew would be gone or different. Her friends, her school, even this crappy, drafty old house. She would miss it all madly.

“Don’t frown so much, you’ll get premature wrinkles,” Josie’s mom said as she trudged into the kitchen. “You want to be the only freshman with crow’s feet?”

“Why not? They do it on TV all the time. I’m pretty sure half the people on the Disney Channel are in their thirties.”

Her mom smacked her lightly on the bottom. “Well, Miss Grouchy Pants, if this doesn’t put a smile on your face, I don’t know what will.”

Josie looked at the small bundle her mother was holding out and grinned. Beneath a huge red bow was a box of good sketching pens, which Josie had begged for several times over the past few months. She had signed up for an art class at school the previous year thinking it would be easy and, to her surprise, found she was actually quite a good artist. She’d started a sketchbook full of inspirations, but charcoal got messy and sketching pencils required too much maintenance. These pens would be just the thing she needed to complete some of the more detailed drawings she’d started.

“Thanks, Mom! What did I do to deserve this?”

“It’s just a little something to show my appreciation for how well you’ve handled yourself lately. It’s been a rough year for everyone.” She paused, then went on before Josie could fill in the gap with the obvious. “I know you guys miss your dad. I do, too. I never wanted it to be this way, you know.” Her voice took a sad edge, drawing out the last word until it was almost a sigh. 

“I know,” Josie said. She stared at the package of drawing pens, blinking away tears. She had watched her mother struggle for the past year to keep them afloat, fighting back her own heartache after her husband abruptly left—with no forwarding address—in order to hold herself up for her girls. She hardly ever talked about him and Josie followed by example, pushing back her rage for her mom’s sake. They had all seen too much. 

Her mom began to busy herself at the counter, wiping away toast crumbs and cleaning the tiles. “Do you remember your aunts much? I know you were pretty young the last time you visited.”

“A little,” Josie mumbled. “But they’re my great aunts, right? Your grandma’s sisters?”

“Yes. They’re very…eccentric old ladies. I hope you didn’t tell Emily any weird stories about them. I don’t want her to be scared. She was only four the last time you guys visited and she won’t remember.”

“I haven’t told her anything,” Josie said defensively. “I barely remember myself.” This was true, although she remembered the day she’d returned home very vividly.

Her mother had already moved on to checking the cabinets, opening and closing them methodically to make sure nothing got left behind. It was her way of showing that she was done talking, a classic Mom move, but Josie wasn’t ready to end it just yet. 

“Mom?”

“Hmm?”

Josie paused. She didn’t want to cause a fight, not on today of all days, but she couldn’t hold it in any longer.

“I had a dream about Andy last night.”

All action abruptly ceased in the kitchen, as though time had stopped. She watched her mom’s back slump the tiniest bit, and a little worm of worry began to gnaw at her stomach. After a few moments, her mother went back to the cabinets.

“Huh.” It was a declaration, as though she had just found an interesting species of bug in the garden.

Josie couldn’t see her face, but she knew without a doubt what was there anyway: a tight-lipped almost-frown, the mouth so small and white it all but disappeared. There would be no discussion of her brother, not today. Maybe not ever again. His photos were neatly framed, and they would go up in the new house, Josie was sure; they could remember him, they could think about him, but they did not speak of him. Her mother had given up hope only recently that he was still alive somewhere, and the weight of that hope had been the only thing holding together her marriage.

There were so many things Josie wanted to say, to scream if she had to: What if we move and he comes back? He won’t know where to find us! and It’s not my fault he’s gone! were just a few. But she knew from her mother’s posture and the deafening silence in the room that her questions wouldn’t be answered today. 

She left the kitchen with a heavy heart. 

She didn’t notice Emily standing behind a stack of boxes in the living room.


 




 






Chapter Two

Bedford



The drive from Kentucky to Maine, although pretty, was a long one. There wasn’t extra money for airfare, although the aunts probably would have offered to pay for plane tickets had Josie’s mother tamped down her pride long enough to ask. It was bad enough she was having to take her daughters to live in a strange town with two elderly roommates, something that made her feel like a failure, which Josie understood only as a vague sense of defensiveness coming off her mother like perfume. 

The girls took turns riding shotgun during the trip, switching now and then when they made a pit stop. Josie, being the eldest (but not really, her mind whispered, not if you counted Andy), wouldn’t usually give up her seat, but Emily had been sullen and unusually quiet during the trip. Her sister was always the upbeat, disgustingly cheerful one, and had made past road trips a nightmare for Josie—who liked to put her MP3 player on shuffle and zone out—with her endless knowledge of popular radio songs and the need to play car games, which tore at Josie’s patience.

But today Emily simply sat in silence, staring out her window at the passing scenery with Ham’s carrier in her lap, and it was so out of character for her that Josie had offered not only the front seat, but her bag of sour gummy worms as well. She planned to corner her sister once they were alone and ask what was going on.

Their mother was unusually quiet during the drive, too, and Josie wondered if she was thinking about her son, how he wouldn’t have his room unpacked when they got to the new house. All of his belongings had been boxed up and shoved into the darkest corner of the moving van, and when they arrived in Maine, they would be put into storage. No one had the heart to suggest to Josie’s mom that she donate his clothing and old toys. It wasn’t something she was ready to do, anyway.

Josie leaned her head against the cool surface of the window and watched as the geography whizzed by, one anonymous town after another. To get her mind off Andy, she turned her thoughts to her aunts. 

Joan and Alice were kindly old ladies, she remembered, so at least there was that much. She had only been eight years old the last time they had visited. Until then, there had been sporadic visits to Maine, sometimes at holidays and sometimes during summer vacation, and Josie hadn’t known the aunts very well. They were simply two elderly ladies who gave her family a place to stay when they were up north. But the summer she turned eight—the same summer Andy disappeared—her mother had sent the children to Maine to stay with the aunts. Although she hadn’t been aware of it at the time, her parents’ marriage was in trouble even then, and her mother had seen that summer as an opportunity to set things straight. 

Josie and Andy had enjoyed that summer thoroughly, as being without parental supervision was the closest thing to heaven they could think of, and the aunts seemed to understand that having their four-year-old sister under their feet would hamper the fun. They took Emily on day trips to the aquarium and to the library while Andy and Josie slept late and did exactly as they pleased. The aunts weren’t strict about bedtimes or treats or anything, really, and had given the children the run of the house. When their parents called to check on them, both sounded happier than they had in a long time, and Josie and her brother sensed that change in mood even though they had both been unaware that there was anything wrong. 

But the summer came to an end, and the children had to go home. Neither were particularly looking forward to the new school year and so, after their parents had picked them up at the airport and all the details of their summer adventures had been relayed, the magic of the previous six weeks seemed to fade away. A very curious thing happened to both of them as they trudged upstairs when they got home and unpacked their belongings, although neither spoke of it: their memories of Maine and the aunts and the huge old Victorian house seemed to dissipate with each passing minute, like water swirling down a drain. Josie would recall a particularly fun game she and her brother had played, only to find herself trying to remember what had made her so happy a few moments later. It was odd, and had she been afforded more time with her brother, she would have talked to him about it. 

But as fate would have it, she would wake up the very next day to find he had disappeared sometime in the night without a trace. 

Her father had taken to sleeping on the couch shortly afterwards. 

∞


In the fourteen hours the three of them spent in the car together on the way to Bedford, Emily spoke exactly twice. They stopped at a small motel at dusk to eat and rest before the last leg of the trip which would be finished the next morning, and Emily insisted she was fine both times Josie managed a moment alone with her to ask. Her face remained an impassive mask, which was so unlike the girl that Josie was beginning to feel deeply worried. Emily was the animated one, the one who displayed every emotion she had on her features as though her face were a movie screen. It was Josie who was the stoic one, the sullen teenager who had her reasons for not sharing what was on her mind. Something was going on.

But thoughts of her sister were immediately shoved aside as the car finally wound a slow descent into Bedford, a little burg mostly situated in the cradle between two giant hills. They had traveled on a two-lane road for over an hour before a large wooden sign greeted them: Welcome to Bedford! it exclaimed. Home of the Bedford Bruiser!

What, exactly, did that mean?

The town itself was one of those New England villages that are usually described as “quaint” and “charming” instead of “tiny” and “boring” which are sometimes more accurate adjectives. Main Street was filled with well-kept storefronts boasting handmade this and homemade that; young mothers rolled their baby carriages between these shops like extras in a film, smartly dressed in pea coats and fashionably knotted scarves which popped in the morning sunlight like brilliant jewels.

In fact, the entire place was like a movie set, as though it had been cut from a film and transplanted into real life. As her mother slowed the car and eased it toward a stoplight, Josie had the unsettling feeling that if she opened the door to any of the shops lining the street, she would find only the other side of a carefully constructed facade, or perhaps a staged set which had no roof and doors that opened onto nothing.

Though she’d been to Bedford before, she realized her memories weren’t serving her very well. The town itself looked familiar enough, in the vague way that all small towns do, yet she sensed that there had been changes made since her last visit. She tried hard to come up with a definitive memory of something—anything—on Main Street and was surprised when the only thing that surfaced was the library, an old building with large white columns in front and a clock tower. It had been situated between the County Clerk’s Office and a pharmacy, and she had a faint recollection of leaving the blessedly cool confines of the children’s reading room with her brother to go next door for a Coke at the pharmacy’s fountain. 

“I think the house is just up here,” Josie’s mom said, consulting the directions she’d written down. “Help me look for Wicker Way.”

Josie looked over her shoulder at Emily, who was staring silently out the back window at the passing scenery. “Do you recognize anything?”

Emily shrugged. “Not really. I was too little last time I was here to remember much.”

She threw a glance at Josie, one so quick it might have been missed if Josie hadn’t been studying her sister’s face carefully. It was a look that said she did remember something, but whatever it was, she wasn’t going to talk about it. But more than that, it was a look of fear. Josie turned slowly around in her seat, heart pounding a tribal beat in her chest, and wondered why she felt such a tremor of dread pass through her. There wasn’t time to think about it. A moment later, the car came to an abrupt stop in front of a yellow Victorian house with white trim.

“We’re here,” her mom said.

∞


The aunts were pleasant and welcoming, as Josie had assumed they’d be. Emily trailed behind as they toured the house, but Josie bounded forward and quickly pinpointed the kitchen as her favorite room in the house. It was an enormous room with white wood cabinets, yellow curtains, and a huge island sitting in the middle, which had been put in since the last time she’d visited. It held several mixing bowls, a mess of loose flour and sugar, and two large vases full of wildflowers, giving it the air of a modern-day witch’s workspace. 

“You’ll have to excuse the mess,” Aunt Joan said as she led them through. “Alice was intent on baking some goodies for you, and I’m afraid all she did was scatter flour everywhere.”

“Not true, Joanie, I managed to get some chocolate chip cookies out of it,” Alice said. She had appeared seemingly from nowhere and was using a dish towel to take a hot pan of cookies out of the oven. The entire house smelled divine.
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