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WARNING

 


The following novella
contains infertility, expectation of pregnancy, early pregnancy
loss, infidelity, violence, body horror, and death

 


 



 


 


In honor of all the women
out there who exist under the weight of the ideas and expectations
of others about what it is to be a woman.

I see you. Keep
fighting. 


 


 


And the vines they
ever reach across the
ground

And the branches
in the trees they bend to make a crown

— The Builders
and the Butchers


PROLOGUE

 


 


MAY
1981

 


 


THEY MOVED SO
FAST SHE could hear them. The
groaning and snake-like slither as they extended their reach and
stretched for her. Reached
for her.

Marielle fell and the fear
slamming through her was like an electric current.

She let out a
squawk that would have embarrassed her under other circumstances. Would have made her cringe if
someone took her for a hysterical woman.

But right now
. . . she didn’t care. She was a hysterical
woman.

The noises coming out of her
were primal. All that mattered was getting away.

Something tickled her ankle,
right above her boot and sock, and she screamed.

It was a goatlike sound,
making her give a hysterical little laugh after.

The sky lit up with hot
white lightning and the trees stirred with storm winds.

“Go, go, go—” she
grunted.

She pushed off and the thing
touching her ankle had now wound around it, causing her to flail.
For a second she thought she’d finally met her doom and her fate
was sealed.

But the force of
her fear and desperation, despite her petite body, pulled her
free.

“Ha!” Marielle
shrieked, feeling a dizzyingly primal rush of joy.

She ran.

If she could get to the main
house. If she could get inside.

Find the
kerosine.

Get the matches.

If she could just manage
to—

Something snaked
out from her left, snagging her boot. Pulling her back. She felt the scrape of it around her leg
and felt her hopes plummet and her doom rush toward her.

“No! Nonononono
. . .”

Gripping fistfuls of wet
grass she tried to haul herself forward, mimicking a soldier
crawl.

A thick
cool tendril joined the first
and together they tightened around her ankle.

“No! Goddammit! I
don’t want to join him. I don’t want to carry you!”

She clawed at the
cool damp earth and, as the sky opened, a cold, violent rain came
down on her. More tendrils joined the first two and she knew she was done.

The main house called out to
her. A shape in the very near distance. Soft interior light glowing
in the windows.

Inside was the
warmed plate she’d held for Cecil in hopes he’d come home. This was
the third night in a row she’d
kept a meal for him, hoping he’d just gone off in a funk. She’d
left a game show on the TV, up next would come that show with the
writer lady who solved murders.

She should be up
in that house waiting for her husband. But he’d never come
home to her. It had been days.
And now he never would, not ever again.

She longed for her home and
her husband. For how things had been before.

She felt the whip and slap
as another green tendril found her and pulled her back. Back to the
barn. Back into the night. Back to where they waited.


CHAPTER
1

 


 


JUNE
2024

SATURDAY

 


BRISTOL FOLLOWED
JACE’S CAR UP the long
driveway.

“How the fuck are
we going to plow this when it
snows?” she muttered.

It didn’t really matter,
though. They both worked from home for the most part. If it snowed,
well, that was what Zoom was for, wasn’t it?

The trees on
either side, lush with new sharp green growth, crowded
the gravel path, creating a
canopy overhead.

“Oh, I bet he’s
in his glory,” she said to Dippity.

Dippity, like any good
dachshund, gave her suspicious side eye and had a sneezing
attack.

“I agree, there
is a lot of pollen.”

This was what
happened when you let your
husband take charge of finding your new house while you traveled
for work. The townhouse they had been renting had caught fire,
thanks to a neighbor with a penchant for alcohol and fireworks. The
fireworks display he’d set off in honor of his son’s kindergarten
graduation had caught fire to not one, but three of the homes on
that block. Theirs, the one on the end, had burned the
brightest.

She was forever grateful
she’d been away and Jace had been visiting his mother with Dippity
in tow.

“Now we’ll
be living his great country house
dream,” she told the dog.

But it could be
worse. They could be strapped for cash with no place to stay.
Instead, she was doing great with the children’s books, he was
doing great with investing people’s money, and things were okay in their little world. This might
be good for her writing after all.

Palatial land. An honest to
God fucking apple tree out back. An old barn that had seen better
days but maybe, just maybe, held potential.

Despite all that
good, reception for their phones
and internet.

What could be
better?

A baby perhaps, but
really?

Jace thought absolutely yes.
She thought maybe. Just maybe. After what happened last time, she
wasn’t sure she had it in her.

She wasn’t truly
sold on it yet, but there was room for discussion.

~

Dippity loved the new place
regardless of what anyone else felt. He bolted up the long drive
and barked his ass off while his owners wandered.

Jace held his
hands up as if placating her already. “I know, I know, it needs to
be painted. I figured we could
do that together.”

She eyed the
fading white paint on the old farmhouse. She didn’t want to admit
it, but the way it was sun-faded, surrounded by vibrant green, made
it look like something out of a novel and not real life. She liked
it.

He was watching her. He
grinned.

Jace had read her mind, and
she hated it. But she laughed.

“You like it
don’t you?”

“Shh,” she said.
“Let’s pretend I don’t.”

He took her hand, squeezed,
and together they walked inside.


CHAPTER
2

 


 


SHE STOOD IN THE
BARE living room with its old
tall windows. Sunlight streamed through the best it could
considering no one had most likely washed them in
decades.

“What’s the deal
with this thing? Just from the looks of it, why has it been
sitting here? Why hasn’t it been
sold, flipped, zhuzhed up, remodeled and turned into an
Airbnb?”

He sighed. “Long
story.”

Dippity scratched at the
screen door and yipped to be let in.

“I’ve got nothing
but time, husband of mine. Hit me.”

Dippity
looked around once and, in a mad dash,
headed toward the kitchen.

“Brand new house
and he already knows the kitchen,” Jace laughed.

“He’s a hound. He
knows where food should come from even if there isn’t any in there
yet. Now tell me.”

Jace went to a
box marked BAR and popped it
open. He took out a bottle of nice Cabernet before reaching into a
box marked KITCHEN and extracting two Solo cups. He poured them
each a nice glug of wine and handed her one.

“To the house’s
history,” he said.

“Oh boy,” she
said, clinking her plastic cup
to his.

“This house sat
here for the last forty-three years because of fear.”

“Serial
killer?”

“No.” He
smiled.

“Domestic
violence?”

“Nope.”

“Aliens?”

“Bristol!” he
cried and drained his wine.

“Well, Christ on
a cracker, tell me.”

“Inhospitable
surroundings.”

“What?”

“The forest
didn’t want them,” he said.

“Them? Who
them?”

“The original
owners, Cecil and Marielle McGee.”

He laughed as
Dippity came in, stood with one paw raised, and stared at them. A
silent reminder that four o’clock was swiftly approaching and that was his dinner time, thank
you very much.

“Not yet,”
Bristol said to him with all the seriousness she could
muster.

The dog blinked
and put his nose to the hardwood floor and began to follow a scent
only apparent to him.

“So, they thought
the forest didn’t want them and the fucking house stood here for
that long?”

He shrugged. “So the story
goes.”

“Who sold it to
us?”

“A distant
relative. In fact, the only one they could dig up. A great-great
niece twice removed or
something,” he said with a shrug.

He poured out more wine and
set the empty bottle on the floor.

“They just
left?”

“They say she
just left,” he corrected.

“Marielle?”

“Yep. The husband
was gone.”

“Died?”

She listened to
the tip tip tip
of Dippity’s toenails on the floor.
Wondered what it would sound like if it were instead the footfalls
of little bare feet on the floor.

She had a
momentary vision of a small child, curly-haired like its father,
bolting through the downstairs on bare feet. Belly
poking out proudly above a
diaper. Maybe a bottle in hand. Those toddling unsteady steps of a
small child or an amateur drunk.

She turned back in time to
hear her husband say, “No, he went missing.”


CHAPTER
3

 


 


“YOU BOUGHT US AN
UNSOLVED mystery house!”

Jace scooped up a box marked
for the kitchen and headed that way. Bristol followed.

“Not an unsolved
mystery.”

“Did they ever
find him?”

He set the box on the
counter, hung his head, and sighed. “No.”

“Oh my
god!”

“She said he ran
off.”

“But?”

“What do you mean
but?” he asked, opening the box before opening a drawer.

Distracted, Bristol said,
“Don’t put anything in those drawers until we clean them
out.”

“Ugh.”

“Indeed.”

This time, he
scooped up Dippity, who had camped out waiting for his dinner.

Bristol prompted again. He
wasn’t getting off that easy. “But?”

“His friends said
there was no way he’d leave their new house. Or more specifically
her.”

“So why would she
think that?” Bristol asked.

She opened the
fridge, spied a box of off-brand
baking soda and nothing more.

“The realtor said
his friends insisted she didn’t think that but she was
lying.”

“Jace! Why would
a woman lie about her missing husband? Ooh!” she cried, startling
both her husband and her dog. “Maybe she killed him!”

“That was a
thought for a while. Especially for the authorities.”

“And then she
wouldn’t sell the land, claiming it as inhospitable so no one would
stumble over her husband’s body.” She gaped at him. “Oh, my god.
You bought us a fucking murder
house.”

He shook his head. “No. Just
a house with some . . . history that may or may not be
nefarious.”

“Muuuuuurder
history,” she said.

Dippity barked and they
looked at each other.

“Dinner,” they
said in unison, which made Dippity very happy.


CHAPTER
4

 


 


JACE CONCENTRATED
ON MARRING SOME of their pretty
country house windows with AC units while Bristol scrubbed the
fridge and all the cabinetry. By the time they met in the living
room and flopped down on their worn but comfy sofa they were both
sweaty.

“I am too tired
to cook,” she said. “You?”

He groaned. “No cooking.
There was a sub shop a ways down the road. Want to
come?”

She shook her head. “You go
grab food. I’ll go make the bed. We’re going to need
it.”

He groaned as if in the
throes of ecstasy. “Oh god. Bed. Soft. Cozy. Next to my laaaady
. . .”

He grabbed for her, and she
dodged him. “Go get food! I’ll make the bed. After we eat we can
take showers.”

“Showers!” He did
his pleasure groan again and Bristol found herself laughing.

She loved him so much. Their
life. How they were together. They’d fought to be this happy and
now they were. Did she really want to upset that balance with a
baby?

Shaking off the thought, she
nudged him with her toe. “Food! Now.”

Once the truck was barreling
down their oddly long driveway, she stood. “Let’s look around for a
minute,” she told Dippity.

He gladly
followed.

The gazebo was in better
condition than it appeared at first glance.

Only part of the
roof had succumbed to the elements. She was fairly certain she and Jace could replace it
together. The dog bounded up the two steps, spun in a circle,
barking, and descended.

“Come on, you
dingus,” she said.

Dippity followed
her down the overgrown path, stopping every few seconds
to sniff something.

Halfway to the barn she
noticed something off. But she couldn’t put her finger on
it.

Standing in the middle of
the path she put her hand out in a stop motion and said, “Sit,
Dippity.”

The dachshund
took pity on her and actually obeyed for once. He sat, tongue hanging out, watching his
mistress.

What was wrong? Why was she
stopping?

After a moment, Bristol
shrugged and continued down the path, whistling for her short
companion to follow.

He barked once and came
after her.

That’s
when it dawned on her—what she
was hearing. Actually, what she was not hearing. The sounds of
the forest had stopped as she walked the path toward the barn. No
sounds of birds or squirrels. No rustling, caws, or sounds of
flapping wings. Not even cicadas singing in the summer
heat.

Nothing.

A very still, unsettling
silence.

“I need to stop
freaking myself out,” she said. “They heard us coming so we spooked
them. That’s all.”


CHAPTER
5

 


 


JACE FOUND HER IN
THE barn staring up.

“Here you
are!”

“Here I am,” she
said, only half listening.

Her eyes were still tracking
the dense patchwork of vines lining the roof’s interior.

“It’s something,
isn’t it?” he said.

“It is. But how
in the hell can we know if that roof is intact and safe if it’s covered like that? And why are
they growing inside? I thought they only grew outside.”

Her husband shrugged and she
covertly rolled her eyes.

Dippity
repeatedly looked up at the vines, looked at her, and whined a
little before spinning in his
signature circles. She shushed him.

“I mean, you do
hear about them getting in chinks in people’s houses. Growing
through the bricks and eventually into the house.”

True. He wasn’t
wrong.

“It’s just so
weird,” she said. “And lush, might I add.”

Jace laughed. “It really is.
I was surprised when Phil brought me out here too.”

“Phil?”

“My college
buddy. Our realtor.”

“Ah. And did you
manage to finagle any off this place because of its intense indoor
canopy of vines?”

He shook his
head. “Baby, this place was
already at a rock-bottom price. The only thing that could have made
it cheaper was if it had collapsed while we were looking at
it.”

“Speaking of
collapsing,” she said.

“Don’t worry. I
already called Vinnie and asked if we could borrow some of
his scaffolding.”

“Oh boy. Guess I
should measure you for a body cast.”

“Funny.”

She grinned at
him. But it really wasn’t. Jace was a bit of a klutz. Hopefully,
his brother Vinnie would help him out. Or maybe she’d take on this
particular task, arguing with
her less than graceful husband that she was lighter and therefore
the better bet.

Her stomach grumbled,
reminding her he’d returned with food.

“Follow me to
your Italian cold cut sub and extra greasy sub shop fries,” he
said, taking her hand.

“My knight in
shining armor.”

Dippity, hearing the word
fries, which he knew as well as “dinner,” “walk,” and “bath,” took
off running ahead of them.

“I think he wants
a fry.”

“I think if he
gets there first we won’t get any fries,” she said, and they
took off at a slight jog.

The food was perfect. Simple
sub shop fare chased down with ice cold fountain Cokes and
accompanied by complimentary chocolate cake.

“A welcome to the
neighborhood from the owner, Titus.”

“I like Titus,”
she said, groaning after the
first bite of rich cold cake.

They followed all of this
with quick showers and slow, easy, exhausted people,
we-just-moved-into-a-new-house sex.

She woke at three
a.m. not because of a noise but because of what seemed to be a
sudden silence. It was deafening.


CHAPTER
6

 


 


SUNDAY

 


 


JACE DROVE BACK
TO TOWN to get more of their
stuff. Bristol decided to stay home. Her head was pounding, and she
hadn’t slept well. He’d offered to take Dippity but the dog was
loath to leave Bristol. When she was under the weather, that dog
was always by her side.

He’d promised her
pastries from the bakery by their old house. The few things
remaining in storage had survived the fire. They’d lost about half
their possessions either to the fire, the smoke, or the water. Luckily some of their most
important and treasured things had been on the lower floor and the
fire hadn’t quite reached them.

The phone rang and he took
the call with a push of the button on the steering
wheel.

“How’s she liking
it?” Phil asked. They’d known
each other in college and had reconnected at a party after Phil
started selling houses.

“Great so far!
Knock wood, throw salt, and all that.”

“What did she say
about the barn roof, or has she gotten that far yet?”

Jace laughed.
“Oh, come on. This is Bristol.
She saw it. I’m pretty sure she thinks it’s creepy.”

“Well, it is
kinda creepy.”

“It is. But it’s
cool, too, right? We’re overlooking the coolness
factor?”

“No, it’s also
cool. You’re both right.”

“You wouldn’t
want to help me climb up there
and see if the roof is intact and safe would you?”

“Fuck
no!”

“Not even if I
bought you pizza and beer?”

“Jace, my friend,
there is not enough pizza and beer on Earth. Ask Vinnie, he’s not
afraid of heights.”

“Don’t worry.
He’s my next call.”

Vinnie immediately said yes.
Yes to scaffolding and yes to climbing up there.

“Man, I can’t
wait to see this. The way you’re describing it sounds
amazing.”

“You’re a
weirdo,” Jace said. But he laughed with relief he wouldn’t have to
climb up there and risk his life
alone. “I’m going to shoot you some pictures when I’m not driving.
You can see it in the photos but it’s nothing compared to real
life.”

“It never is,
brother,” Vinnie said.

“Tell Ma we’ll
invite her up once the house doesn’t look like a bomb
went off.”

“Will
do.”

They disconnected and Jace
headed to his new home, a big pink box of pastries next to him in
the passenger seat, a load of their remaining stuff in the back of
the SUV.
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