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For everyone who has ever carried a silence no one else could see.

Love.  Peace.  Release.
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“THE DEAD ARE NEVER far from us. They’re in the thin spaces.”

— The Secret Scripture by Sebastian Barry







​

​

​


















​[image: ]




	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​The Bird at the Window

[image: ]




The first hit woke him.

August opened his eyes in the dark and did not move.

The second hit came three seconds later. Harder. A flat little crack from downstairs, not loud enough to be a gunshot, not heavy enough to be a door, not random enough to be the house settling. He lay still in Henrik’s old bed with one hand already under the pillow, fingers closing around nothing useful because the useful thing was in the drawer two feet away.

Another hit.

Glass.

He got out of bed.

The farmhouse was cold enough that the floorboards bit through the soles of his feet. He stood a moment, listening. No truck in the drive. No voices. No low scrape of a window being worked loose. The old window in the bedroom rattled once in its frame, though the wind was not strong. Outside, the sky had not begun to pale. Somewhere in the walls the house made the small dry sounds old houses made when the night leaned on them.

The fourth hit came from the kitchen.

August put on yesterday’s jeans without turning on the lamp. He took the Glock from the drawer, checked it by touch, then crossed the hall and went downstairs with his back close to the wall. He knew which steps complained. Henrik had taught him when he was twelve, not because Henrik had expected him to need stealth in his own house, but because Henrik believed a boy ought to know what a house said under his weight.

The kitchen was gray with predawn.

A wren was trapped inside it.

It flung itself at the south window as August reached the doorway, struck the glass, dropped to the sill, and rose again almost at once, a small brown body spending itself against what looked like open sky. It hit the window again before he could lower the gun.

“Jesus,” he said.

Donut, sitting on top of the refrigerator, gave him a look that suggested none of this would have happened under competent management.

August set the Glock on the counter, out of reach of the sink, and exhaled through his nose. The back door stood open a few inches. The screen beyond it hung crooked, unlatched. He stared at it, trying to remember coming in last night, the cold coffee in his hand, the porch rocker, the stars spread hard and bright over the fields.

He had forgotten the latch.

The wren struck the glass again.

“All right,” August said. “All right, idiot. Hold on.”

He crossed to the back door slowly. The bird saw him move and panicked harder, which seemed impossible until it did. It shot upward, clipped the hanging light, tumbled toward the dish rack, recovered, and hammered the window with a sound too small to belong to the amount of fear inside it.

August opened the back door all the way. Cold air pushed into the kitchen, smelling of cut corn, damp earth, and the ditch beyond the road. He opened the screen too and hooked it against the porch rail.

“There,” he said. “Big hole. Very obvious.”

The wren ignored him and hit the window.

Donut made a low sound. Not concern. Commentary.

“Don’t start.”

The cat blinked.

August took the blue towel from the stove handle. Ruth had given it to him because, according to her, the towels he owned looked like they had been used to bury evidence. He held it in both hands and waited.

He had caught frightened things before. Cats, dogs, chickens, one raccoon in a church basement in Council Bluffs, men on worse mornings than this. You did not chase unless you had to. Chasing told terror it was right.

The wren made another frantic circuit of the kitchen. Window, ceiling beam, cabinet, window. It was trying to get to the cottonwoods outside. August could see them through the glass, black trunks against a sky just beginning to think about morning. The bird could see them too. That was the problem. It saw trees, air, distance. It saw home. It did not see the pane.

It struck again and left a faint crescent on the glass.

August moved when it dropped behind the sink. He came in low, towel open. The wren burst out and went past his face so close he felt the air of its wings against his cheek. He stopped, let it go, turned with it.

“Fine,” he said. “Do it the hard way.”

It took fifteen minutes.

By the end his knees hurt and his left hand had begun its small unreliable tremor. He hated that. Not because anyone could see it. There was no one in the kitchen except the cat, and Donut already thought poorly of him. He hated it because the body remembered things without being asked. Lack of sleep, too much coffee, old adrenaline, bad dreams. It all came out in the same hand.

The wren finally cornered itself near the window latch.

August brought the towel down.

For one second the towel was alive. The bird beat against his palms, all heat and bone and panic. Then it stopped. Not dead. Still. That was worse in its own way. A living thing that had spent itself against the wrong exit and gone quiet because darkness had closed around it.

He cupped it carefully.

Donut stood on the refrigerator and leaned forward.

“No.”

Donut sat back, offended.

August carried the bird outside.

The porch boards were cold. The yard opened in front of him, thin and colorless in the first light. Barn to the left. Gravel drive. Cottonwoods at the edge of the property, moving though there was almost no wind. Across the road, Ruth Halverson’s cut field lay flat and silvered with dew. Her house was dark. She would be up soon. Ruth believed dawn was late if it waited for the sun.

August folded the towel back.

The wren sat in his hands, stunned. Its eye was black and bead-bright. Its heart went fast against his skin. He lowered his hands toward the porch rail.

“Go on.”

The bird launched.

It flew straight into the storm door.

The sound was small. A dry tap. A nothing sound. It dropped to the porch boards and lay there with one wing half-open.

August was already on his knees.

“Damn it.”

He picked it up barehanded. The body was limp at first, then not. A faint shudder passed through it. Its feet opened and closed against his palm. August held it close without thinking, as if warming it would make up for glass, for fear, for the whole stupid architecture of the world.

“Come on,” he said. “You had it. You had the door.”

The bird breathed.

He stayed crouched on the porch in his jeans and bare feet while cold worked its way up from the boards. The yard sharpened around him. Fence post. Ditch grass. Barn roof missing one strip of tin. The cottonwoods. The gravel road running past the house toward Spencer and then wherever a man wanted to pretend he was going.

The wren twitched.

August loosened his hands.

This time the bird flew low, badly, but away from the house. It dipped toward the steps, rose hard, cleared the porch rail by less than an inch, and went crookedly across the yard toward the cottonwoods. At the first tree it vanished.

A second later, from somewhere inside the branches, a wren began making a racket.

August stayed where he was.

Behind him, Donut appeared in the doorway and complained.

“You didn’t help.”

The cat looked at him as if help was a vulgar expectation.

August stood, knees clicking, and went back inside.

The kitchen looked ordinary in the way rooms did after something had nearly died in them. Sink. Stove. Table. The enamel coffee pot. The phone on the counter. The towel in his hand. Three faint marks on the south window where the bird had struck, each one at a different height, each one almost invisible unless the light caught it.

He shut the back door and latched the screen. Tested it once. Then again.

The landline rang.

August looked at it.

No one called the landline unless they were Ruth, Father Emil, or Mari. Ruth would have knocked. Father Emil would not call before six unless someone was dead or trying not to be. Mari called when the work had already started somewhere else and was coming for him whether he liked it or not.

It rang again.

He picked up.

“Mari.”

“Tell me you were awake.”

“I was awake.”

“Voluntarily?”

“There was a bird.”

A pause.

“In the house?”

“In the kitchen.”

“Is that normal in Iowa?”

“No.”

“Is it dead?”

“No.”

“Then I’m taking that as a good omen.”

“You shouldn’t.”

“I won’t. I don’t believe in omens before coffee.”

Her voice came through clear and low, with the faint Houston edge that got flatter when she was tired. Mari Reyes always sounded as if she had been awake longer than she intended and had already forgiven no one for it. August could hear traffic in the background, or maybe a ventilation system. She was not at home. That told him something.

He looked at the clock over the stove. 5:41.

“What is it?”

“A missing man. Maybe not missing. Maybe not a man anyone wants found.”

He reached for the towel, wiped a streak of bird dust from his palm, and leaned back against the counter.

“Name.”

“Joel Vail.”

August waited.

Mari let the name sit because she knew he would place the other one himself.

“Marcus Vail’s husband,” she said.

“VailTech Marcus.”

“That one.”

Donut jumped from the refrigerator to the counter and landed with a thud that rattled the coffee pot. August pointed at the floor. Donut ignored him.

Mari said, “Is that the cat?”

“He’s judging me.”

“He’s usually right.”

“What happened to Joel?”

“Officially? Breakdown. Marital separation. Voluntary disappearance. He left the estate four months ago and asked for privacy.”

“And unofficially.”

“His brother-in-law thinks Marcus made him disappear.”

August looked at the window again. The first thin light of morning had reached the glass. The bird marks looked whiter now, like fingerprints from something with no hands.

“Brother-in-law has a name?”

“Adrian Vail. Forty-six. Chemist. Runs one side of the family company but not the side people write profiles about. He’s the one who called. Indirectly.”

“Indirectly how?”

“Hollis Trent to me. Hollis knows Adrian from some nonprofit board. Says Adrian is not theatrical, not stupid, and not the kind of man who cries unless something in him has finally lost the vote.”

August said nothing.

Mari did not fill the silence. She had learned that from him, or maybe he had learned it from her. Hard to tell after enough years.

She went on. “Joel didn’t take his passport. No real financial movement. No contact with his sister. No contact with friends, such as they are. Marcus produced evidence after the fact. Bank activity. Phone movement. A flight record. Two investigators signed off on voluntary departure.”

“Bad investigators?”

“No. That’s the problem.”

“Bought?”

“Maybe. Pressured. Managed. Scared. Embarrassed. Choose your verb.”

August turned and took a mug from the cabinet. It was Henrik’s old mug, chipped at the handle. He set it down and opened the coffee tin.

“What does Adrian want?”

“Someone Marcus can’t buy.”

“That’s not a job description.”

“It is when Marcus Vail is the other man in the room.”

He measured grounds into the enamel pot. Too many. He added a pinch of salt because the old NCO who taught him to make coffee in country said bitterness needed company. He filled the kettle and put it on the stove.

“Where is this?”

“Outside Asheville. Private estate. Old Forest Ridge.”

The name moved strangely through the kitchen. Not because he knew it. He did not. Because something in the sound of it seemed to land before the meaning did.

Mari said, “You still there?”

“Yes.”

“Adrian can meet you in Lexington tomorrow morning. Hyatt off Newtown Pike. He’ll drive down from Indianapolis. You drive from Iowa, unless you decide to behave like a modern human and fly.”

“I’m driving.”

“Of course you are.”

Donut reached one paw toward the edge of the counter and pushed a spoon onto the floor.

August looked at him.

The cat looked back.

Mari said, “What was that?”

“Negotiation.”

“With the cat?”

“He’s losing.”

“I doubt that.”

The kettle began to murmur, not yet whistle. August watched the first steam gather at the spout.

“Why me?”

“Hollis asked for someone quiet. Someone who could go inside a rich man’s house and not be impressed. Someone who wouldn’t try to make the case official before knowing what official would do to it.”

“That all?”

“No.”

He waited.

Mari’s voice changed, not softer exactly, but less armored. “There’s a ghost angle.”

August did not move.

The kettle went from murmur to whistle.

He turned off the burner.

“What kind of ghost angle?”

“Joel was a painter. Toward the end, he kept painting the same building. Over and over. Ruined brick, broken windows, woods around it. Adrian doesn’t recognize it. Marcus apparently hated the paintings. Called them proof Joel was becoming obsessive.”

August poured hot water over the grounds. Steam rose. The kitchen smelled immediately less like bird and more like something a man could stand.

Mari continued. “Adrian sent one photo. I’ll forward it. I don’t know what I’m looking at, but there’s something wrong with it.”

“Wrong how?”

“The building looks abandoned. The second-floor window is lit.”

“That’s not wrong.”

“It is if the photo was taken in Joel’s studio and the painting behind him changed between the two pictures Adrian has.”

August set the kettle down.

Donut stopped pretending not to listen.

“When did it change?”

“No idea. Could be light. Could be angle. Could be Adrian losing his mind. Could be nothing.”

“You don’t call me at 5:41 for nothing.”

“No.”

The phone buzzed against his ear as the image came through. He lowered it and looked.

Joel Vail stood in a studio, turned half toward the camera, one hand lifted as if someone had caught him mid-sentence. He was thinner than August expected. Dark blond hair. Narrow face. A scarf that did not quite belong to the rest of him. Behind him, leaning against the wall, were several small paintings.

The ruined building was in three of them.

Same roofline. Same broken windows. Same dark trees pressing too close.

In the painting nearest Joel’s shoulder, one second-floor window glowed faint yellow.

August enlarged the image.

Something stood behind the glass.

Maybe a figure. Maybe a trick of paint. Maybe a smear on the lens. A pale vertical shape where no shape should be.

He looked up from the phone to the south window.

The three bird marks watched him.

“Mari.”

“Yeah.”

“Send everything.”

“Already did.”

“Of course you did.”

“You’ll meet Adrian?”

“Yes.”

“Lexington. Tomorrow. Nine. He’s expecting a man named August Rusk, old Iowa State friend. You two knew each other in Ames, lost touch, reconnected recently. You’re writing a book about old hunting reserves and private land in the eastern mountains.”

“I am?”

“You are now. I built you a website. It’s ugly enough to be believable.”

“Thank you.”

“You’re welcome. You have two clips. One about land trusts. One about abandoned private lodges. Don’t overquote yourself.”

“I never do.”

“You absolutely do when you’re pretending to be educated.”

He almost smiled.

Mari caught it anyway, somehow, across states and wires and whatever bad weather lived between them.

“Gus.”

There it was. The name she used when work stopped being the only thing on the line.

“What?”

“Be careful with this one.”

“You say that every time.”

“No, I don’t. Sometimes I say don’t get shot. Sometimes I say don’t sleep with the witness. Sometimes I say please remember your body contains organs and cannot run indefinitely on coffee and spite. This is different.”

“How?”

“I don’t know yet.”

The honesty of that sat harder than a warning would have.

August looked at Joel’s photograph again. The painted window. The pale shape behind it.

Mari said, “Something about Marcus Vail feels curated. Not hidden. Curated. That bothers me more.”

“Curated men are usually hiding the most.”

“Exactly.”

Donut jumped down from the counter and landed beside his bowl. He sniffed it, looked offended by its contents, and looked back at August as if breakfast had become another form of institutional neglect.

“I’ll meet Adrian,” August said. “Then I’ll go to Asheville if he holds up.”

“He may not.”

“Then I’ll come home.”

Mari did not answer immediately.

“What?” he said.

“Nothing.”

“That wasn’t nothing.”

“You never say come home before you leave.”

He had not noticed.

The coffee grounds bloomed black in the pot. Outside, the first wren in the cottonwoods began again, loud and alive and ungrateful.

“Maybe the bird shook something loose,” he said.

“Maybe.”

He could hear her typing again.

“Call me after Adrian,” she said.

“I will.”

“Eat before you drive.”

“You and Ruth should start a committee.”

“We already have. Father Emil is treasurer.”

This time he did smile.

“Goodbye, Mari.”

“Bye, Gus.”

The line went dead.

August set the receiver back in its cradle.

The kitchen expanded around the silence. For a moment he stood with one hand on the counter and let the case assemble itself without helping: Joel in the studio, Marcus Vail with money enough to make records behave, Adrian crying somewhere behind a chain of intermediaries, a ruined building in paint, a lit window, a pale thing behind glass.

The wren had mistaken glass for sky.

Joel, maybe, had mistaken a painting for warning.

August poured coffee into Henrik’s mug and drank too soon. It burned his tongue. Good. Pain on the surface had uses.

Donut made a sharp sound.

“Fine.”

He fed the cat. Donut began eating as though no one had ever cared for him in his life.

August took the towel from the counter and turned toward the south window. The bird marks were still there. He wet the corner of the towel under the faucet, wrung it once, and wiped the glass.

The first mark came off.

The second smeared before vanishing.

The third took more pressure.

When it cleared, the glass fogged.

August stopped.

The morning was cold, but not that cold. The kitchen was warming from the stove. His breath was not on the window. He was standing too far back. Still, a small patch of condensation bloomed on the outside of the pane, low and pale, exactly where the wren had struck hardest.

A line appeared in it.

Then another.

Slowly, as if someone on the other side were writing with one finger, four letters formed.

EAST.

August stared at the word.

Donut stopped eating.

The cottonwoods moved beyond the glass. No one stood outside. No child. No neighbor. No stranger in the yard. Just the field, the trees, the paling sky, the road. The word remained, faint and white against the morning.

August unlocked the back door and stepped onto the porch.

Cold hit his bare feet. He looked around the yard, down the drive, toward Ruth’s house, toward the barn. Nothing moved except the trees. The wren, or another wren, rattled from somewhere in the branches like it had something urgent and stupid to say.

He stepped off the porch and crossed the grass to the south side of the house.

The window was clean from the outside.

No mark. No finger trail. No condensation.

Inside the kitchen, through the glass, the word EAST faced him backward.

August stood there long enough for the cold to climb his legs.

Then he went back inside.

The word was still there.

He took the towel and wiped it away.

For one second the pane was clear.

Then the glass fogged again, slowly, patiently, from the center outward.

EAST.

August lowered the towel.

Donut sat beside his bowl, food forgotten, eyes fixed on the window.

The phone rang again.

August did not look away from the word.

On the third ring, he picked up.

Mari said, “I forgot to tell you one thing.”

August watched the letters thicken on the glass.

“What?”

“The old maps Devon pulled overnight. Before it was Old Forest Ridge, that land had another name.”

He waited.

Mari said, “East Ashbourne.”
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​Ruth Brings Food
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August packed in Henrik’s old bedroom with the door open and Donut watching from the bed.

The cat had chosen the pillow, not because it was comfortable, though it was, but because it placed him at the proper height for judgment. He sat there with his orange tail wrapped around his paws, eyes half-lidded, looking at the duffel as if the bag itself had betrayed him.

August ignored him and packed by order.

Jeans. Shirts. Socks. Underwear. A gray sweater. A dark coat that could pass for ordinary unless a person knew how to look at shoulders. A button-down shirt because men like Marcus Vail noticed what other men wore, and because Adrian’s old college friend from Iowa State could not arrive looking like he had slept in a truck even if he probably would.

The Glock went into its case after inspection. Two magazines. Cash. Knife. Flashlight. Lock picks. Burner phone still sealed in plastic. Notebook. Pens. Toothbrush. Razor. Ibuprofen.

He did not pack fast, but he did not linger either. Linger was where a house got its hands on you.

Henrik’s room made that harder.

The water stain above the dresser still looked like Ohio. The west window rattled in its frame though the wind had dropped. The braided rug had the same black-thread repair Henrik had made without caring whether black matched brown. August had thought about replacing the rug for eight years and had not once looked for another. Some objects survived because no one loved them enough to save them and no one hated them enough to throw them out. Some survived because they belonged to the dead, and the living learned to step around them.

Daniel’s photograph was in the second drawer of the dresser, under Henrik’s old handkerchiefs and a cigar box full of collar buttons no one had worn since 1978. August had not opened the drawer in months, but he knew exactly where the picture sat. Daniel at sixteen, standing beside the barn with one hand lifted against the sun, grinning like speed was a form of innocence. The accident had been twenty years ago, long enough for other people to call it tragedy in a softened voice, not long enough for August to stop remembering the gravel road, the ditch, the single shoe lying where no shoe should have been.

He did not open the drawer now. Leaving was difficult enough without inviting every dead boy in the house to watch him pack.

Donut flicked his tail.

“You’re staying with Ruth.”

The cat looked away.

“She likes you better.”

The tail flicked again.

“She feeds you eggs.”

Donut’s ears moved, but the rest of him remained committed to grievance.

August zipped the duffel.

Donut stood, stepped onto it, and sat.

August looked at him.

Donut looked back.

They had this argument every time.

August picked him up with both hands and set him on the floor. Donut allowed the handling with theatrical stiffness, then turned his back and began washing one shoulder as if August’s touch had introduced a problem of hygiene.

“Fair,” August said.

He carried the duffel downstairs.

The kitchen had warmed a little from the coffee, but the floor still held the night. The south window was clear now. August had wiped the word away three times before going upstairs. Each time the glass had fogged, and each time the letters had returned.

EAST.

After Mari’s second call, after she said the old name of the land had been East Ashbourne, he had stood there for a long time with the phone in his hand and the word on the glass. Then he wiped it away again. Harder. Until the pane squeaked under the towel.

This time it stayed gone.

That did not comfort him.

He set the duffel beside the back door and crossed to the counter. The wren feather lay on the windowsill where it had ended up after the chaos of the morning. Small, brown, slight enough to vanish if the light changed. August had almost thrown it away, but had not. He told himself it was because the trash was full.

The back porch boards creaked.

“You eating?”

Ruth Halverson’s voice came through the screen before she knocked.

August closed his eyes for one second.

Donut appeared in the kitchen doorway as if summoned by a better government.

Ruth opened the door without waiting for permission and stepped inside carrying a casserole wrapped in a towel. She was seventy-eight, narrow through the shoulders, tough through the eyes, with white hair pinned back in two clips that had survived longer than most marriages. She wore jeans tucked into boots, a brown cardigan, and the expression of a woman already disappointed by what she expected to find.

She looked at the duffel. Then at August. Then at the stove.

“You had coffee.”

“Yes.”

“That wasn’t the question.”

“I haven’t had time.”

“You had time to pack a gun.”

August said nothing.

Ruth set the casserole on the counter, peeled back the towel, and lifted the foil. Eggs, sausage, potato, onion, cheese. The smell filled the kitchen with a warmth so practical it felt almost aggressive.

Donut crossed the room and sat at her feet.

Ruth looked down. “There he is.”

“He’s been abandoned,” August said.

“He says he has.”

“He lies.”

“He has reason.”

She found plates without asking. Cabinet, second shelf. Forks from the drawer that stuck unless lifted at the same time it was pulled. Ruth had been walking in and out of this house since before August was born. She had known Henrik before Henrik became old, before August understood adults had histories that did not include him, before the house came to him with its debts and rattles and dead air.

She cut August a square large enough to offend him and set it at the table.

“Sit.”

“I have things to do.”

“You have chewing to do.”

Donut made a soft approving sound.

“Don’t join her,” August said.

Ruth put a smaller square on her own plate and poured herself coffee from the enamel pot. She did not ask about the salt. She had known him too long to be impressed by strange habits unless they were dangerous or expensive.

August sat.

He took one bite because refusing would prolong the matter. The casserole was too hot and very good. Ruth watched him swallow before she started eating, as if confirming that he had remembered how.

“There,” she said.

“There what?”

“You look less like something found in a ditch.”

“Thank you.”

“Wasn’t praise.”

They ate for a minute in the ordinary kitchen silence. Ruth did not fear silence. She used it. August had seen her use it on mechanics, pastors, county clerks, a man selling storm windows, and once on a state trooper who had made the mistake of calling her ma’am twice in the same sentence. Her silence had weight because she never seemed empty inside it. She was always doing something there.

The refrigerator hummed. The wind scratched lightly at the south side of the house. Donut stretched under Ruth’s chair, shameless already, one orange paw touching her boot.

Ruth looked toward the windowsill.

“What’s that?”

“Feather.”

“I can see it’s a feather.”

“Bird got in.”

“The one you told Mari about?”

August looked at her.

Ruth buttered toast she had made without him noticing. “Mari called me.”

“Of course she did.”

“Said you were driving to Kentucky tomorrow. Said to make sure you ate.”

“You two need boundaries.”

“We have them. You’re on the other side.”

She took a bite of toast.

August drank coffee and let the heat cover his irritation before it turned into fondness. Fondness made him more tired.

Ruth reached for the feather. She did not pick it up at first. She touched it with the tip of one finger, then lifted it carefully and held it toward the light.

“Small thing to make all that noise.”

“It was scared.”

“Scared things are loud when they can be.”

She set the feather back on the sill instead of handing it to him. Then her eyes moved to the glass.

August noticed the change in her face before he turned.

The window had begun to fog again.

Not much. Just a pale blur low on the pane, close to where the wren had hit. The kitchen was not cold enough for it. The sun was higher now, the room warmer. His coffee steamed between his hands. But the glass clouded from the center outward, patient as breath.

A vertical line appeared.

Then another.

Ruth did not move.

The word formed slowly.

EAST.

August pushed back from the table.

The chair legs scraped hard over the floor.

Ruth watched the letters finish themselves.

Neither of them spoke for several seconds.

Donut lifted his head from Ruth’s boot.

August took the towel from the sink and wiped the glass in one rough pass. The word smeared, broke, vanished. He kept wiping after it was gone.

Ruth said, “You do that earlier?”

“Yes.”

“More than once?”

“Yes.”

She nodded.

That was all. No cross. No prayer. No theatrical whisper. No old-woman superstition rising out of nowhere. Ruth only looked at the clear pane, then at the feather, then back at August.

“What did Mari say?”

“The land near Asheville had an old name. East Ashbourne.”

Ruth absorbed that the way she absorbed bad weather. No panic. No disbelief. Just a small adjustment in the body, as if she had moved one more thing into the category of what must be dealt with.

“You ever hear of it?”

“No.”

“You believe in coincidences?”

“Yes.”

“You believe in that many before breakfast?”

“No.”

He sat down again because standing made the kitchen feel too much like a place where something was about to happen. Ruth slid his plate closer.

“Eat.”

He looked at her.

“You can be haunted hungry or haunted fed,” she said. “Fed is better.”

Against himself, he almost laughed.

That was Ruth’s gift. Not comfort exactly. Comfort had a softness she distrusted. Ruth gave a person something sturdier. A way to remain ordinary while the world misbehaved.

August took another bite.

The window stayed clear.

For now.

Ruth ate as if the word had not appeared, which did not mean she had dismissed it. It meant she had decided not to feed it attention it had not earned. When she finished, she set her fork down and studied him over the rim of her mug.

“You been sleeping?”

“Some.”

“That’s not an answer.”

“No.”

“Dreams?”

Ruth did not say Daniel’s name, though both of them felt the place where it could have gone. She had never been careless with it. Other people had been, especially in the first year after the accident, lowering their voices and then saying the name too loudly, as if grief were hard of hearing. Ruth had never done that. She knew there were dead a person could speak of and dead a person had to approach sideways, the way you approached a skittish animal or a room where something fragile had just broken.

August looked at the feather.

Sometimes he wondered how Ruth knew where to place the question. Not because she believed in ghosts exactly. Ruth believed in what experience forced her to believe, and not much beyond that. She believed in spoiled milk, bad wiring, men who smiled too soon, weather in the hip, cats knowing storms before radio did, and the dead staying in houses where they had not been properly missed.

“Sometimes,” he said.

“Asa?”

He did not answer.

Ruth did not need him to.

She looked around the kitchen, at the old cabinets, the worn floor, the stove, the table Henrik had bought secondhand and sanded badly. “This house always had more people in it than chairs.”

“Henrik lived alone.”

“That’s not what I said.”

Daniel had sat at that same table the summer before he died, all elbows and appetite, eating peanut butter from a spoon while Henrik pretended not to notice. He had liked the farmhouse because no one in it asked him to be quieter than he was. August remembered that now without wanting to, the way the mind sometimes opened the wrong door simply because a room had gone silent.

August held the mug in both hands.

Ruth leaned back in the chair. It creaked under her. “Your uncle used to talk to the north wall in the winter.”

“He talked to everything.”

“Not like that.”

August waited.

“He had a woman once. Elsie Bell. Married woman, which made it everyone’s business and no one’s responsibility. She died before you were born. After that, he’d hear her in the house. Not every night. Not enough to call it madness. Just enough that he stopped pretending the dead go where people tell them to.”

“Henrik told you that?”

“Tom told me. Henrik told Tom. Men like to confess sideways.”

She said it without accusation.

August looked at the window. No word. Only field, cottonwoods, pale sky.

“What did she want?”

Ruth lifted one shoulder. “Maybe nothing. Maybe to be remembered without being made into a lesson.”

That landed too close to Asa, and because it did, August looked down at his plate.

Ruth saw that too.

She always saw too much and said less than she knew. That was one of the reasons he trusted her. Also one of the reasons he sometimes wanted her out of the room.

“You going to tell me what this job is?” she asked.

“Missing man.”

“Missing how?”

“Rich husband says he left. Brother says he didn’t.”

“Do you believe the brother?”

“I haven’t met him yet.”

“That’s not what I asked.”

August cut the edge off his casserole with the fork. “I believe Mari was worried.”

Ruth nodded. “Then I believe that too.”

“His name is Joel. Painter. Married into pharmaceutical money. Estate outside Asheville. Old building hidden somewhere on the property. He painted it before he disappeared.”

“And now your window wants you east.”

“That seems to be the argument.”

Ruth looked at the glass again. “Some things start looking before we do.”

The sentence had no drama in it. She said it the way she might have said the beans need salt or the west fence is down. That made it worse.

August waited for her to follow it with something more, a warning maybe, or one of those rural fragments people kept from grandmothers and church basements and storms survived by luck. She did not. Ruth finished her coffee.

“You taking the truck?”

“Yes.”

“You shouldn’t.”

“I need it.”

“You always need the thing that lets you avoid airports, hotels near airports, and other people’s schedules.”

“Yes.”

She made a sound that meant she had won without needing his surrender.

“I’ll take Donut tonight,” she said.

“He’ll act betrayed.”

“He is betrayed.”

“He likes you better.”

“Most creatures do.”

Donut rolled onto his side beneath her chair, confirming this.

Ruth stood before he could take the plates. She wrapped the remaining casserole in foil and wrote on it with a marker from her cardigan pocket.

“You carry markers now?”

“I carry many things. You notice less than you think.”

She wrote RUTH across the foil.

“It’s in my refrigerator,” August said.

“That has never stopped you from forgetting.”

She cut two squares into a smaller dish, wrapped that too, and set it beside his keys.

“For the road.”

“I’ll eat.”

“You’ll mean to. That’s not eating.”

He said nothing, because she was right.

Ruth rinsed the plates. She moved through the kitchen with the familiarity of someone who had earned the right to be useful. At the sink, she paused again by the feather. This time she did pick it up.

“Don’t throw it away,” August said.

“I wasn’t going to.”

She set it back carefully on the sill.

The window fogged.

Both of them watched.

This time the word did not write itself fully. Only the first line appeared, then stopped, like a thought interrupted.

Ruth narrowed her eyes at it.

“Rude,” she said.

August looked at her.

“If you’re going to haunt a man’s kitchen, use complete sentences.”

The line on the glass faded.

August did laugh then. Once. Quietly, before he could stop it.

Ruth looked satisfied, but not pleased. Satisfied was safer. She took her coat from the chair and put it on.

“You leaving tomorrow morning?”

“Yes.”

“Then bring him over after supper.” She nodded toward Donut. “I’ll keep him till you’re back.”

“If I’m back.”

Ruth’s face changed.

Not much.

Enough.

August wished he had not said it.

She came around the table and stood in front of him. She was a small woman now, smaller than she had been when he was a boy, but there were people whose size had never been the point. She reached up and straightened the collar of his shirt, though there was nothing wrong with it.

“When,” she said.

He looked down at her hands.

“When,” he said.

She patted his chest once, harder than comfort required. “Good.”

Then she went to the back door. Donut followed hopefully.

“Not yet,” August said.

Donut stopped and looked personally wronged.

Ruth opened the door, then turned back. “Augie.”

“Yeah.”

“You don’t have to understand a thing before you respect it.”

He glanced toward the window.

She did too.

“Glass. Ghosts. Old houses. Men with money. Same rule.”

“That’s a broad category.”

“Life is broad.”

She stepped onto the porch. Cold air came around her, carrying the smell of leaves and open field.

“And eat that before Illinois.”

“I’m going through Missouri.”

“Then before Missouri. Don’t correct old women when they’re feeding you.”

She closed the door behind her.

August stood in the kitchen after she left, listening to her steps cross the porch and descend into the yard. Her old Ford started a moment later at the edge of the drive, coughed once, then settled. She did not wave as she pulled away. Ruth did not waste gestures when she had already said what mattered.

The kitchen felt different without her.

Not empty. Alert.

August looked at the south window.

Clear.

The feather lay on the sill.

Donut jumped onto the chair Ruth had used and sniffed the place where her plate had been.

“No.”

Donut ignored him and licked the table.

August lifted him off. The cat gave a single sharp complaint and walked away with his tail high, carrying his outrage into the hall.

The rest of the day moved faster than August wanted.

He checked the truck. Oil. Tires. Registration. The emergency kit behind the seat. The blue coat Ruth insisted he take was not in the truck yet, so he left room for it because arguing with her future self was pointless. He printed the cover documents Mari had sent: article drafts, a fake proposal, a thin author bio, enough digital dust to make August Rusk, freelance writer, appear boring if Marcus looked quickly and slightly more boring if he looked carefully.

He read the first Devon file standing at the counter.

Ashbourne Institute. Founded 1898. Private mountain sanatorium. Nervous disorders. Discreet treatment. Wealthy families. Closed in the 1970s. Most buildings demolished, according to county records.

Most buildings.

He did not like that word.

At four, Ruth’s blue coat appeared on the porch, folded over the rocker with a grocery bag beside it. He had not heard her truck. Inside the bag were apples, peppermints, a thermos, and a note.

Eat actual food. Call before Kentucky. Don’t be clever with dangerous men.

August read it twice and put it in the duffel.

At dusk, he fed Donut early.

Donut mistrusted early food. He ate it anyway, because principle had limits.

After dark, August put the cat carrier on the kitchen floor.

Donut vanished.

“Predictable,” August said.

It took ten minutes to find him under Henrik’s old chair in the front room and another five to get him out without bloodshed. Donut complained from the moment the carrier door closed until August picked it up, and then louder once he realized movement was involved.

The night outside was cold and clear. August carried him down the gravel road instead of driving. Ruth’s house was only half a mile away, and walking there with Donut furious in the carrier felt less ridiculous than starting the truck for the errand. The stars were out. The fields lay dark on either side. The farmhouse behind him kept one kitchen light burning.

Donut made a sound that suggested legal action.

“You’ll live.”

Another sound.

“You’ll thrive.”

Another.

“Fine. You’ll suffer heroically.”

Ruth opened her door before he knocked. Warm light spilled onto the porch. She had changed into slippers but still wore the cardigan, as if cardigans were not clothing but policy.

“He mad?”

“Deeply.”

“Good. Means he knows he’s loved.”

“That’s not how he’d phrase it.”

“You don’t know how he’d phrase it.”

She took the carrier. Donut stopped complaining the instant he saw her.

August stared at him through the metal grate. “Unbelievable.”

Ruth smiled at the cat, not at him. “Come on, sweetheart. Let’s get you away from the neglect.”

“I’m still here.”

“I know.”

She set the carrier inside the door but did not close it. Donut would come out when offended enough to inspect the premises. August knew the routine.

Ruth looked up at him.

The porch light caught the lines around her mouth and eyes. She looked tired suddenly. Not old, exactly. Tired of pretending departures were ordinary because men preferred them that way.

“You got everything?”

“Yes.”

“Gun?”

“Yes.”

“Cash?”

“Yes.”

“Food?”

“Yes.”

“Sense?”

“No.”

“At least we know what we’re working with.”

The joke landed, then did not leave.

August looked past her into the kitchen. Tom’s photograph hung by the calendar. A dish towel was folded over the oven handle. Her house had a held quality his never did, as if every object had been touched recently by someone who knew why it was there.

“You want coffee?” she asked.

“No.”

“You sure?”

“If I come in, you’ll feed me again.”

“Yes.”

“I know.”

For a moment neither of them moved. The goodbye stood between them like a third person. Ruth was not his mother. He was not her son. But she had known him before he learned how to vanish, and that gave her certain rights no paperwork could name.

“Augie.”

He looked at her.

“If that window writes again before you leave, don’t answer it out loud.”

He had expected many things from Ruth. Not that.

“Why?”

“Because if something wants a door, don’t give it your voice.”

The wind moved through the porch screen.

August studied her face. She was not frightened. That was almost worse. Ruth saying a thing calmly made it harder to dismiss.

“Henrik teach you that?”

“No,” she said. “A house did.”

She let that sit just long enough, then reached down and lifted the carrier again.

“Call from the road.”

“I will.”

“You say that like it’s for me.”

“It is.”

“No. It’s for you. I already know I worry.”

He nodded.

She softened then, despite herself. “Come home.”

“When,” he said.

She held his eyes.

“When.”

He stepped back. Ruth closed the door, but not all the way. Through the gap, he heard Donut give one suspicious chirp, then Ruth’s voice, lower and sweeter than she ever used with August.

“Yes, I know. Terrible man. Come here.”

August walked home alone.

The road seemed darker without the cat complaining. The farmhouse waited with the kitchen light on and the porch light off. He had forgotten to leave it on, or had chosen not to. He could not remember which. The windows were black. The south window faced away from him, but as he came up the drive he imagined the word on it anyway.

EAST.

Inside, the house felt too quiet.

He locked the back door. Checked the latch. Then checked it again.

The kitchen window was clear.

The feather remained on the sill.

August stood in front of it for a while, waiting for fog, letters, breath from the wrong side of the glass.

Nothing came.

That should have helped.

It did not.

He turned off the kitchen light and went upstairs.

In Henrik’s old room, the duffel waited by the chair. His phone charged on the crate beside the bed. The Glock case sat on the floor within reach. He undressed halfway, then gave up and lay down in his jeans and T-shirt.

The house settled around him.

No Donut at the foot of the bed. No Ruth in the kitchen. No wren against the glass.

Only the old window rattling once in its frame, the cottonwoods moving outside, and the road east waiting in the dark as if it had already begun without him.

August closed his eyes.

He did not sleep. Not yet.
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​Asa Comes Wet-Haired
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August was still awake when the room began to change.

Not much at first.

The farmhouse held its shape around him: Henrik’s old dresser against the wall, the water stain on the ceiling, the west window rattling once in its frame, the crate beside the bed with his phone charging on top of it. He lay on his back in jeans and a T-shirt, one arm over his eyes, the other hand resting flat on his stomach. Downstairs, the kitchen was dark. The wren feather was still on the sill. Donut was half a mile away at Ruth’s, already betraying him for better food and kinder company.

The house was too quiet without the cat.

That was the first thing August noticed.

Then the window stopped rattling.

The silence after it was not ordinary. Old houses did not go silent all at once. They clicked, sighed, settled, shifted, complained in their sleep. Henrik’s farmhouse had been doing that for more than a hundred years. But now every small sound withdrew, as if the house had heard something coming and was holding its breath.

August lowered his arm.

The room was darker than it had been.

He turned his head toward the window. The cottonwoods outside stood black against a sky with no moon. A moment earlier they had been moving. Now they were still.

He knew then.

He did not sit up. He did not say Asa’s name. There had been years when he did both, when the arrival alone was enough to pull want through him like a wire. He had been younger then. More frightened of losing the moment by failing to reach for it. Over time he had learned that Asa came by ways that did not answer to urgency. Calling him too quickly could make the dream tear. Moving too fast could turn the room into morning.

So August stayed still.

The dark at the foot of the bed gathered itself.

Asa was sitting there.

Cross-legged. Barefoot. Wearing the dark wool trousers August knew almost as well as he knew his own hands. No shirt. Long fingers resting loosely around one ankle. His hair was wet and falling over his forehead. Not damp from mist. Wet as if he had come through rain, or river, or some place that remembered water more faithfully than light.

August looked at him and felt the old impossibility strike in the body before the mind could defend itself.

Asa looked twenty-one because Asa had died at twenty-one. That was the fact August had lived with since boyhood and never made peace with. The dead kept what they had at the end, at least when they came like this. Asa had kept the lean body, the narrow face, the pale eyes, the strong hands, the slight crookedness of one front tooth, the dark hair that never dried before he left. He had kept the scar along his left side and the smaller one near his shoulder. He had kept the voice that sounded like Iowa before anyone had learned to sell Iowa as nostalgia. He had kept warmth.

That was the part August still could not explain.

Asa was never cold.

He sat at the foot of the bed, wet-haired and shirtless, looking at August with a tenderness that did not settle the room. Tonight it made the room worse.

“You’re awake,” Asa said.

His voice was soft. It did not echo. It never echoed. Ghosts in stories echoed because people did not know what they feared. Asa spoke like a man in the room.

“I was,” August said.

Asa looked toward the window.

“You should sleep before you leave.”

“You sound like Ruth.”

“She’s usually right.”

“That’s what makes her hard to live near.”

Asa’s mouth moved. Almost a smile. Not quite. The not-quite stayed on his face long enough for August to notice.

Something was wrong.

He pushed himself up against the headboard. The sheet slipped to his waist. In the dream, the room had the strange precision of a memory being handled carefully. Every object was itself, only more so. The dresser was darker. The ceiling stain sharper. The doorway to the hall stood open, though August was certain he had closed it. Beyond it should have been the narrow upstairs landing.

Instead there was dark.

Not hallway-dark. Deeper.

Asa saw him looking.

“Don’t,” he said.

August looked back at him. “Don’t what?”

“Not yet.”

The words tightened something low in August’s chest.

He had known Asa long enough to know the difference between reluctance and fear. Asa was not easily afraid. Sad often. Angry sometimes. Tender in ways that could undo August without warning. But fear sat badly on him. It made him look younger, and that was the one cruelty August could not bear from any world.

“What is it?” August asked.

Asa did not answer.

He uncrossed his legs and came toward him slowly. One knee on the bed. One hand. Then the other. The mattress dipped beneath him, familiar in the dream even though waking would deny it. August did not move back. He never moved back from Asa.

Asa stopped above him and looked down.

A drop of water fell from his hair and landed on August’s throat.

Real.

August closed his eyes for half a second.

When he opened them, Asa’s face was close enough that the rest of the room blurred. He smelled faintly of rain and cut grass, though that made no sense. He always did. Rain, grass, and once in a while smoke, as if some part of him still walked near a battlefield August had never seen except in dreams.

Asa touched August’s face.

The touch was not dramatic. That was why it could break him. Two fingers along the cheekbone, thumb near the corner of his mouth, the hand of a man who had touched him in this same almost-place for more than half August’s life. August had been twelve when Asa first came, though not like this. Then he had been only a figure at the edge of sleep, a boy in old clothes standing in a field after Daniel died. August had not understood desire then. He had understood grief. Asa had stood in the field and said nothing, and somehow that had been the first thing in weeks that did not ask August to survive correctly.

Later, the dreams changed.

Or August did.

Now Asa’s hand rested on his face, warm and impossible, and August turned into it before he could stop himself.

“You look tired,” Asa said.

“I am tired.”

“You always say that.”

“I am always tired.”

“No,” Asa said. “Not like this.”

August did not want to talk about it. Talking made things ordinary, and Asa was never ordinary, not even when he was asking whether Ruth had fed him or whether Donut still stole his side of the bed. Especially then.

“Donut’s at Ruth’s,” August said.

Asa’s expression softened. “Then the house is unbearable.”

“It’s quiet.”

“That is not the same thing.”

“No.”

Asa lowered his forehead to August’s. His wet hair brushed August’s temple. For a moment they stayed that way, breathing or pretending to. August had stopped trying to determine which parts of Asa were memory, which were dream, which were spirit, and which were only the places inside him grief had made too sensitive. The categories did not help. Asa’s hand was on him. Asa’s hair was wet. Asa was here.

That was enough until it was not.

August lifted both hands and settled them against Asa’s ribs. He felt the slight rise beneath the skin, the lean muscle, the old scar along the side. Asa drew in a breath when August touched it. Always the scar. Always the place where history had entered the body and not fully left.

“Not there,” Asa said.

August moved his hand away.

“Sorry.”

Asa shook his head. “No. Just not tonight.”

The tonight in it mattered.

August wanted to ask. He did not. Not yet.

Asa kissed him before the question found another form.

It began gently, but gentleness between them rarely stayed one thing. August reached for him with the relief he hated admitting even in dreams. The first kiss became another. Asa’s weight shifted over him. The wet ends of his hair dragged cold across August’s cheek while the rest of him was warm enough to ache. The dream closed around them the way it always did when the body remembered faster than the mind could fear.

There was nothing casual in it. Nothing new, and that was part of the force. They knew how to find each other. They knew the pauses and the pressure, the places to avoid, the places that asked to be touched because words had failed there too many times. Asa’s hand moved to the back of August’s neck. August pulled him closer. The farmhouse room held them with its old walls and its dead man’s furniture and its one wrong doorway. For a little while even that doorway lost authority.

August turned his face against Asa’s shoulder.

“Stay,” he said, though he knew better.

Asa went still.

It was too soon for that word. It was always too soon and always too late.

August felt the mistake in Asa’s body before he heard the answer.

“I’m here.”

“That’s not what I said.”

“I know.”

August shut his eyes.

Asa’s hand moved into his hair. Not soothing. Never only soothing. The touch said he knew what August had asked and knew the cruelty of refusing it and had no power to make the answer less cruel.

“You came three nights ago,” August said.

“I know.”

“I still missed you.”

Asa’s breath changed. “I miss you between.”

The sentence was simple enough to hurt cleanly.

August opened his eyes.

Asa was looking at him now, not like a ghost, not like a warning, not like some messenger the dead had sent because August was useful. He looked like a young man who had been waiting too long in whatever place held him and had crossed something difficult to reach the bed of the man he loved.

“What do you do when you’re not here?” August asked.

Asa looked toward the window.

August almost took the question back. He had asked versions of it before. They never led anywhere merciful.

“There’s a road,” Asa said.

“In Georgia?”

“No.”

“In Iowa?”

“Sometimes.”

“What does that mean?”

“I don’t know.” Asa looked embarrassed by the answer, and that made him seem unbearably young for a second. “It changes. Or I do. I walk. I sit. I hear things. Sometimes I see the others.”

“What others?”

Asa’s eyes returned to him. “Dead ones.”

August did not like that phrase from his mouth.

“Do they talk to you?”

“Some.”

“What do they say?”

“Mostly names.”

The room seemed colder.

August looked toward the open bedroom door again. The darkness beyond it had thinned. Not into the hall. Into something longer. A corridor maybe. He could not tell.

Asa touched his mouth with two fingers and brought his attention back.

“I don’t want to talk about them.”

“All right.”

“I don’t want to only be that.”

“What?”

“The thing that helps you hear them.”

August’s throat tightened.

Asa looked down, and for the first time that night he seemed uncertain. Not afraid. Uncertain. The distinction mattered. He had been August’s dead boy, dead lover, dead witness, dead warning, dead comfort for so long that August had sometimes forgotten Asa might have his own grievance against the arrangement.

“You’re not,” August said.

Asa’s mouth curved without humor. “You say that fast.”

“Because it’s true.”

“You use me.”

The words landed without accusation, which made them worse.

August did not answer quickly enough.

Asa noticed.

“I let you,” Asa said. “I want to. When they crowd near you, when they make a room wrong, when something follows you home, I try to help. You listen when no one else does. I know what that’s worth. But sometimes I want to come because I want you. Not because someone dead is pulling at your sleeve.”

“You think I don’t know that?”

“I think you know it and still forget.”

That was fair enough that August had no defense.

He lifted his hand to Asa’s face. Asa leaned into it. The gesture nearly undid the argument before either of them knew whether the argument deserved to live.

“You’re the bed,” August said.

Asa blinked.

August hated himself immediately for starting badly. Words were not his good country. He could track a liar through six rooms of misdirection, but give him a living feeling and he reached for the wrong tool.

“I mean,” he said, then stopped.

Asa waited.

“I mean you’re not the case. You’re not the ghosts. You’re not the work.” August’s thumb moved once along Asa’s jaw. “You’re the part before I have to become useful.”

Asa looked at him for a long moment.

“That was almost good,” he said.

August almost smiled. “I’m out of practice.”

“You were never in practice.”

“Fair.”

Asa kissed him again. Softer this time. The kind of kiss that did not try to become anything else because it already knew what it held. August let it take the room back for a moment. Let his hands settle. Let the old hunger quiet into something more dangerous than hunger. Love, maybe. If he allowed the word. He rarely did. The word made claims the world had never honored.

Then the light flickered.

There had been no light on in the bedroom.

Still, the room flashed once, white and hard.

August pulled back.

The ceiling above them had changed.

For one second it was not Henrik’s cracked plaster and the Ohio-shaped stain. It was a long institutional ceiling, flat and stained, with fluorescent panels running down the center. One flickered, buzzing faintly. The walls stretched away from the bed. The dresser became a metal cabinet. The braided rug became gray tile. The air shifted from old wood and cold cotton to antiseptic, mildew, and something sour under both.

A hospital corridor.

Asa went rigid.

At the end of the corridor stood a door that had not been there before.

Green paint. Small square window reinforced with wire mesh. Numbers bolted to the center.

	


August sat up.

The bed beneath him was suddenly narrow. Metal rail on one side. Thin mattress. Sheet tucked too tight across his legs.

“Asa.”

“Don’t look at it.”

Too late.

Behind the wired glass, something moved.

Not a body. Not fully. A pale blur. A hand maybe. Then hair. Dark and wet against the small square pane.

The fluorescent light flickered again.

For a moment August saw the farmhouse room overlaid with the corridor: Henrik’s dresser inside a hospital wall, the west window where no window should be, Asa kneeling on the bed with his face turned toward the door and fear in every line of him.

“What is that?”

Asa grabbed his wrist. His grip hurt. It had never hurt before.

“The house is not the danger.”

August looked at him.

Asa’s eyes were too pale in the institutional light.

“The thing behind it is.”

“What thing?”

The door at the end of the corridor clicked.

Once.

A lock opening or closing.

Asa’s hand tightened.

“A place that learned how to keep people.”

The words seemed to come from his mouth and from the walls at the same time.

August tried to stand, but the sheet held him. Not like cloth. Like restraint. He pulled once and felt it tighten across his thighs. Panic rose so fast he almost did not recognize it as his own.

Asa leaned over him and tore the sheet loose with both hands.

The corridor flickered.

Farmhouse. Hospital. Farmhouse. Hospital.

From behind the wired glass, a woman’s voice whispered something too low to understand.

August swung his legs off the bed. His bare feet hit tile.

Cold. Wet.

He looked down.

Water spread beneath the bed in a thin dark sheet. Not enough to flood. Enough to reflect the flickering light. In that reflection, the door at the end of the corridor looked closer.

Asa pulled him back.

“Listen to me.”

“I am listening.”

“No. You’re looking.”

That got through.

August looked at Asa.

Asa’s fear had become anger because fear alone had no use to him. He held August by both shoulders now. His wet hair clung to his temples. His mouth was pale.

“Be careful of the man who smiles before he lies.”

“Marcus.”

Asa did not answer.

“Adrian?”

Asa’s face tightened, not yes, not no. Something worse.

“The smile comes first,” Asa said. “Then the room gets smaller.”

The green door opened a fraction.

Darkness breathed through it.

The woman behind the glass was no longer behind the glass. She was in the corridor now, far away and close at once. Barefoot. Hospital gown. Head lowered. Hair hanging wet around her face. One hand pressed to her wrist, where something white circled the bone.

A patient band.

She raised her head.

August could not see her eyes.

Asa stepped between them.

“No,” he said.

The woman stopped.

For one moment the dream held all three of them: August half-risen from the narrow bed, Asa between him and the corridor, the woman at the far end near Room 214. Then the fluorescent light went out.

The farmhouse bedroom snapped back around them.

August was in Henrik’s bed again. The sheet twisted around his legs. The dresser against the wall. The west window rattling hard now though there was still no wind. Asa was kneeling over him, both hands on his shoulders.

The room was dark.

The door to the hall was closed.

August was breathing as if he had run.

Asa lowered his head until his forehead rested against August’s chest.

For a while neither of them spoke.

August put one hand in Asa’s wet hair. The other found the back of his neck. He held him there because Asa was shaking, and because Asa shaking was so wrong that August did not know what else to do.

“What was she?” August asked.

Asa’s answer came against his shirt.

“Caught.”

“By Ashbourne?”

“I don’t know the name.”

“But you know the place.”

“I know what it does.”

August looked at the ceiling. The stain was Ohio again. The plaster was cracked. No fluorescent lights. No door.

“Asa.”

“I don’t want you there.”

“I have to go.”

“I know.”

“You could stay away from it.”

Asa lifted his head.

August regretted the words before Asa answered.

“Is that what you want?”

“No.”

“Then don’t ask me for things neither of us can do.”

The anger in it was brief, but it cut.

August touched his face. “I’m sorry.”

Asa closed his eyes and leaned into the hand as if apology were a poor shelter but shelter all the same.

The room began to loosen.

August felt it before he saw it. The edges of the dresser softened. The window lost detail. The weight of Asa against him became both heavier and less certain.

“No,” August said.

Asa opened his eyes.

“Stay.”

The word came out before August could stop it.

Asa’s expression changed in the old familiar way. Pain first. Then tenderness. Then the helplessness neither of them could bear.

“I can’t.”

“You have before.”

“Not when it’s pulling.”

“What is pulling?”

Asa looked toward the closed bedroom door.

For one second, from the other side of it, August heard a fluorescent hum.

Then silence.

Asa kissed him once, hard enough to feel like refusal.

“Remember what I said.”

“The house is not the danger.”

“The thing behind it is.”

“A place that learned how to keep people.”

Asa nodded.

“And the man who smiles.”

“Before he lies,” Asa said.

The dark moved through him.

August grabbed for his wrist.

His hand closed around wet skin.

Then nothing.

Morning came without transition.

August woke with his arm stretched across the bed and his hand closed around the sheet.

The room was gray.

Not dream-gray. Morning-gray. The flat first light before sunrise. The west window rattled once in its frame. The dresser stood where it should. The ceiling stain had gone back to being only a stain. His phone sat on the crate. His boots were on the floor. The Glock case was where he had left it.

His heart was beating too hard.

For several seconds, he did not move.

Then he turned his head.

The pillow beside him was wet.

Not soaked. Not theatrically. A dark damp shape where Asa’s head had been. August stared at it until his eyes burned. Then he reached out and touched it with two fingers.

Cold now.

But real.

He brought his fingers to his face.

Rain.

Grass.

A trace of smoke.

He sat up slowly.

The farmhouse settled beneath him.

Downstairs, the refrigerator hummed. Somewhere outside, the first bird of morning made one sharp sound and stopped. The road east waited beyond the yard, beyond Ruth’s house, beyond Iowa, beyond everything August could still pretend to understand.

He stripped the pillowcase from the pillow and stood with it in both hands.

For a moment he thought of putting it in the hamper.

Instead he folded it damp side inward and opened the bottom drawer of Henrik’s dresser.

He laid it inside.

Closed the drawer.

Then he went downstairs to make coffee.
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​The Drive South
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August left before sunrise.

He made coffee first because the body had its own laws, even when the dead had been in the room and the road was waiting. The kitchen was cold, the kind of cold that had settled into the boards overnight and would not leave until the sun had touched the south wall for an hour. He drank from Henrik’s chipped mug while standing at the counter, not because he preferred standing but because sitting made departure feel negotiable.

The south window was clear.

That bothered him more than if the word had been there.

The feather still lay on the sill, small and brown and nearly weightless, catching a thin line of gray before morning had properly arrived. August looked at it while the coffee burned his tongue. Ruth would have said not everything had to show itself in order to be present. Ruth said things like that without knowing she had said anything worth remembering. Or maybe she knew and pretended not to because humility, in Ruth, often looked like impatience.

He ate two bites of her casserole cold from the dish by the sink. Not enough to satisfy her if she had been there to supervise, but enough that he could tell himself he had complied in principle. Then he wrapped the rest, put it in the cooler, and locked the back door behind him.

The farmhouse watched him leave.

That was stupid. Houses did not watch. Windows reflected. Rooms held temperature. Wood shifted in weather. Still, as August carried the duffel to the truck, he felt the old white house behind him with its peeling trim, dark upstairs windows, and one kitchen pane that had already said more than any pane of glass had a right to say.

He stood by the truck for a moment after loading the bag.

The air smelled of cut corn and damp gravel. Ruth’s house was dark down the road except for the small kitchen light she left on when she knew someone else would be awake before her. Or maybe she was already up, sitting with coffee and Donut, not coming to the window because goodbyes had their own dignity and she had given him his last one the night before.

August got in the truck.

The engine turned over on the second try.

He backed out slowly, not because the drive required it but because haste at the beginning of a long road always felt like a lie. The farmhouse moved into the rearview mirror. For a few seconds he saw the whole of it, porch, kitchen window, upstairs gable, barn beyond. Then the angle changed, the cottonwoods took it, and it was gone.

The road east was empty.

He drove without music.

At first there was only Iowa in the dark, the headlights laying pale color over gravel shoulders and ditches silvered with frost. The fields on either side were cut low and open, the kind of landscape strangers mistook for nothing because they had not lived long enough inside weather. August knew better. The flat land kept everything. Tire tracks. Old fence lines. A child’s voice carried half a mile. A man walking home after midnight. A house with one light on. A word on glass.

By the time he reached the state road, the sky behind him had begun to pale. The first light did not soften the fields. It made them clearer. Stubble, drainage ditch, blackbirds on a wire. A grain elevator in the distance. A farmhouse with smoke from the chimney. A truck parked beside a barn, one door open. Lives beginning everywhere, none of them knowing August Rusk was passing through with a wet pillowcase folded in the bottom drawer of a dead man’s dresser and a missing artist waiting somewhere beyond the mountains.

He gripped the wheel with both hands.

Asa’s warning had not faded with waking. It had settled.

The house is not the danger.

The thing behind it is.

A place that learned how to keep people.

The phrases moved through him with the rhythm of road seams. He did not try to solve them. Not yet. A warning from Asa was not evidence. A word on glass was not evidence. Joel’s painting changing behind him in a photograph, if it had changed at all, was not evidence. But August had learned that evidence was often the last thing to admit what the body already knew.
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