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Lynn

This time of year was too wet for Lynn Madison. 

Stuck in rush-hour with nothing better to do, she looked up at the gray wastes above, wondering when the rain might stop. 

“What’s worse, city traffic or the rainy weather?” she asked her son, Tyson, who was sitting in the passenger seat. 

He hummed and tilted his head, thinking over the question. “I don’t mind the traffic. I could fall asleep.”

Lynn laughed. “Wait until you start driving. There won’t be any more of that! Oh, geez, to think that I’ll be teaching you how to drive in six years. Can you believe it?”

“Mom—” he complained, rolling his eyes. 

Lynn took the opportunity to tease him further. “Just think: you’ll have kids someday too and will show them how to drive. I can’t even imagine what being a grandma will be like—”

“Mom!”

“Okay...okay. I’m sorry.” 

She reached over and brushed his dusty blond hair, which was very similar to her own. The color still hadn’t returned to his face, but he seemed livelier, less sick. His eyes darted outside at the cars on the overpass, observing the world around him. 

“Hungry?” Lynn said after some time had passed, and the vehicles ahead started rolling forward. 

Tyson shrugged. “A little, I guess.”

“Your dad should have dinner ready by the time we get home. Maybe another thirty minutes or so—if we’re lucky.”

They pulled into the driveway forty minutes later. Lynn dashed over to the passenger side to help Tyson. But like most boys his age, he waved her off and insisted that he was fine. Still, Lynn watched each of his steps as she followed him to the front door. His embarrassment was less important than collapsing on the pavement—again.

Luckily, dinner was ready. Lynn could smell the pot roast and gravy as she closed the door behind her. Ron, her husband, met them at the kitchen entryway. 

“Hey, big guy,” he said to Tyson. “How’re you feeling?”

“Fine,” Tyson said nonchalantly. “Tired.”

“Food’s ready,” Ron said to the both of them. Tyson snuck behind his dad, towards the table. Lynn could hear that Thomas, her youngest son, was already present, likely waiting for everyone else to start eating.

Their dog, Snaps, came over to greet Tyson, intercepting him at the foot of the kitchen. The aging German Shepherd licked Tyson’s hand as he petted him. 

“You look tired,” Ron joked, straightening out Lynn’s shirt. 

Lynn let out a yawn right on cue. “Excuse me. I thought the day would never end! Sitting in traffic didn’t help either. We had left school as soon as the nurse, Mrs. Thompson, called me about his temperature. 

“Well, we’ll keep an eye on him,” Ron said. He put his arm around Lynn as they walked into the kitchen. “Was there any problem with someone covering for you?

“It wasn’t a big deal. Todd stepped in and watched the kids for the last bit.”

“Who’s Todd?” Thomas asked. He was reaching to grab a bun from the middle of the table, unable to wait any longer. Lynn noticed the stark contrast between her two boys, who were seated next to each other. It made Tyson look much worse. Yet, as Lynn watched him stir his food around in gravy, he had what resembled a smile on his calm face.

“You know, Mr. Wheeler?” Lynn answered. 

“Oh,” Thomas said dismissively. “He’s weird.”

“I like him,” Tyson said before shoving a piece of potato into his mouth.

“He’s nice to you because he wants you to play on his basketball team next year. That’s why,” Thomas pointed out. 

The boys continued to engage in a harmless debate about how poor their school’s sports teams performed. Ron leaned over and asked quietly, “What did the doctor say?”

“Nothing new. He cleared him, again. He gave me a refill for his antibiotics, but that was it. It must really just be the flu.”

“You know,” Ron started, folding his hands. He had a serious tone, which was uncommon for him. “When I was just a bit older than him, I was sick for something like two months. It wouldn’t go away. And you know my parents: fresh air, feeding me to the brim, cleaning my room every other day. I wasn’t exactly unhealthy.”

“...Have you ever seen Mr. Wheeler shoot? He sucks!” Thomas said as the debate flared. Tyson apparently agreed with his younger brother. He laughed, nearly choking on his water.

“Anyways,” Ron said. “Thanks for taking him.”

Lynn smiled. “Well, you made dinner. It’s a team effort.”

Afterwards, the boys discussed their favorite Wrestlemania moves in the living room. Lynn cleared the table, moving the dishes to the sink to be cleaned. When Ron came over to help she stopped him. “Nuh-uh. I got this. Go work on your crossword—I know how you get when you don’t get to it.”

Ron smirked, then put his hands up in surrender. “You’re the boss. But really, I’m not that uptight, am I?”

“Worse than your mother when she has company over,” Lynn said.

“Ouch. You better watch it. I may just tell her that.”

“You wouldn’t dare. I’d be too embarrassed to show my face at their house. And I don’t think I could go a Christmas holiday without her strawberry rhubarb pie.”

“Good recovery,” Ron said, unfolding the newspaper and pulling out his trusty pen that he bought in Las Vegas two years ago. It had a chrome top and was engraved on the side with Mandalay Babe, which Lynn always got a kick out of.

“Thank you.”

A loud thump came from the other room. “Thomas,” Lynn called. “No rough housing with your brother, he’s still not feeling well.”

“Okay. Sorry!”

“Why don’t you guys go play a board game upstairs?”

There was no response, but seconds later she heard them stampeding up to their bedroom. They shared a room, which Thomas loved but Tyson was outgrowing. He would be in high school in less than two years and would surely desire more privacy. As a child, Lynn had never known what that was like. She had shared a bedroom with her younger sister until she was fifteen, when she moved across the country to live with her father. It wasn’t until then that she had her own space.

Lynn labored away at the dishes. After she grew weary of scrubbing, she put her head in her hands and let out a long winded sigh. Peeking over at the microwave’s clock, she saw that it was still too early for bed. But her head was growing heavier by the minute. 

“You all right over there?” Ron said from the table. 

“I’m going to call it an early night.” Lynn threw the dish towel onto the rack. “I’ll check on the boys now, but make sure they don’t stay up too late, okay? Especially Tyson.”

“You got it. Has Tyson taken his meds yet?”

“I’ll make sure he takes them,” Lynn said. She looked down at Snaps, who was curled up next to Ron’s chair. “You coming upstairs, boy?”

Snaps acknowledged her, raising his brow. He then huffed and closed his eyes. 

“Guess not.”

“Good night,” Ron called, once Lynn was out of the kitchen. She didn’t reply—or maybe she did, she was too tired to know for sure.

She took the stairs to the second floor. There were no sounds to indicate play-fighting—at least they had listened. When Lynn neared the boy’s room, Thomas came crashing out, terror upon his face. 

“I don’t know what’s wrong!” 

“What do you mean?” Lynn said. Her heart raced. 

“Tyson...he said his chest hurt! And then...and then...” 

Thomas ran back into the bedroom with Lynn at his heels. Tyson was on the floor next to his bed. His skin looked paler than it had all day, which made his lips appear bright red, as if he had lipstick on. 

Lynn fell to her knees beside him, Thomas clinging at her side. “Tyson, honey.” She touched his face. He was freezing cold, and did not wake at her touch. “Tyson?”

She shook him, lightly at first, but then fiercely. “Tyson!”

“Mom, what’s wrong?” Thomas sobbed at her side, but she’d stopped hearing. She’d stopped feeling. 

Her stomach was forcing itself into her throat. 

“RON!”

She didn’t wait for her husband. She started to perform CPR on Tyson. She had taken a course recently, thinking that it would be useful to have should any of her students ever stop breathing. Never once did she think it would be her own son. 

Ron came crashing in as Lynn was mid-way through the compressions. “Call 9-1-1!” She gave Tyson two breaths, then listened. He still wasn’t breathing. Tears rolled down her face. She continued to pump Tyson’s chest plate. She heard Ron’s voice speaking into the phone from the hall. Thomas was speaking, too, but none of his words made sense. Lynn’s world became blank. 

Everything that followed was hazy—people in blue, a race to the hospital, flashing colors, quiet halls, murmured voices. A gut punch, and then a swirling sensation that threatened to suck her down into the earth. Ron’s warm hands on her cheeks, tears trickling to her chin. 

Time stood still—Thomas’ unblinking stare frozen with it.

The ER doctor talked to her, but even then, the conversation was muffled, like they were talking underwater. The words “sorry” and “tried” echoed in her head, banging like a screen door slapping in the wind. The doctor left them, and as Lynn stood in the bright white hallway with her husband and son, their faces reddened by tears, the realization that Tyson was dead swarmed her like flies to a corpse. She collapsed to the floor, weighed down by grief and guilt.
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Eric

One Year Later

Cupping his hands around his mouth, Eric called out to his friends. His shoelace had come undone, and in the short time it took him to retie it, Luke, Emily, and Priscilla all managed to run off. 

Typical. 

At least he was wise enough to bring a flashlight. He couldn’t imagine being stuck out in these woods at night, with no light to guide him. 

The earth was soft but uneven, with roots plaguing his every step. A subtle fog was rolling in from the shadows and the trees looked identical in every direction, making it impossible to determine where he had come from. It was as if he was in a room of mirrors. 

Eric almost tripped, breaking his fall on a tree, and for a brief moment he was worried that he really was lost.

One of Luke’s flaws, however, was his lack of volume control, for which Eric was thankful. He just needed to follow his voice—the goofy, pompous laughter—and, voilà, just a few moments later, there they were. Luke had his arm around Emily, and Priscilla was standing off to the side, observing the police-taped house in the middle of the drab, dense woodland. 

Eric had an urge to move closer to Priscilla, maybe even risk putting his arm around her, but he froze, unsure how he could ever pull that off. How does Luke do it? What makes him so special? Luke was a ladies’ man, sure. Okay, he was also tall and had nice, voluminous hair. 

Just be yourself...just be yourself. Thinking it did little to boost his confidence, however.

“Well, let’s check it out,” Luke suggested. Eric sighed in relief, thankful for the break in the awkward pause. 

“Remind me why we’re here again,” Emily said as they approached the very normal looking—if a little bland—front porch. “We could be drinking at my mom’s.”

“Because this is more fun,” Luke exclaimed. 

Emily rolled her eyes. 

“Yeah, come on, Em, let’s check it out,” Priscilla said. “What happened here again? My parents won’t talk about it.” She pushed ahead of the group to peer through a dark, opaque window. 

The building was small. Tall green trees surrounded the property, blocking out the moonlight and casting shadow upon the house. Eric hadn’t seen many houses in the woods. From what he knew, they ceased building any more due to some law.

“The dad went insane and murdered his wife and his son, before killing himself. When stuff like that happens, it’s always because the house is haunted,” Luke explained matter-of-factly. 

Leave it to Luke to exaggerate the situation. It was at least partially true, however. Eric’s uncle had told him about the deaths, and he was always on point about local stories, working for the newspaper and all. 

It was such a peaceful area, that it was hard to imagine something so violent happening. It made him hesitant to go inside, not so much out of fear, but disrespect. 

Eric stole a quick glance at Priscilla. At least he would have a chance to get closer with her.

The four entered the house, ducking under the yellow police tape that covered the entire entrance, the door’s hinges squeaking in protest. It was pitch-black inside, but they had two flashlights between them, enough to illuminate the room. Eric moved his eyes around, scanning for any dangers. 

“Oh, gross,” Priscilla complained, covering her mouth.

“What?” Eric said, startled by the sudden outburst.

“I just realized...do you think there will be blood and stuff still?” 

Eric shrugged. At this point they were being led here just so Luke could get a kick out of it. But if his tale had any merit, then he supposed there would be signs of a gruesome event.

Eric shined his light around, left to right, then right to left. There was a kitchen on the left, a staircase that led upstairs, and a door to the right, possibly a dining room. 

“Eric, stay with Priscilla. Emily and I are going to look around,” Luke ordered and then moved into the room on the right with his girlfriend, leaving Eric and Priscilla alone. 

Eric sighed. He gave Priscilla a hopeless smile. At least she smiled back. 

“Do you want to go upstairs?” Eric said.

“Sure, lead the way.” Priscilla sounded cheerier than she had upon their entry. 

They walked slowly up the creaky, narrow floorboards. The upstairs floor had a long, empty hallway. There was something about the quiet that made Eric uncomfortable. 

Eric and Priscilla casually wandered into the first room they came across. It appeared to be the master bedroom. There was a neatly made king-sized bed and a boring layout of furniture and décor. Clothes were still hung in the closet. There were even some folded clothes on the ground beside the dresser. But there wasn’t anything unique or interesting. Priscilla occasionally requested Eric move the light so she could see. Aside from that, few words were exchanged.  

The room across from them was a sort of storage room, or maybe a spare bedroom, for it had a pullout couch. It was messy, with picture frames stacked against the wall, piles of paper on a nightstand, a collection of plastic storage containers. Eric was about to open one of the containers, but Priscilla caught him by surprise. 

“Did you hear that?” she asked quietly, grabbing at his shirt.

Eric was distracted by her touch, and after an awkward pause said, “What did you hear?”

“I’m not sure... Just a sound. I think it came from back this way.” She led him out back into the hallway. Eric lit her path so she could move forward unimpeded.

They came to another room on the right-hand side, at the other end of the hallway. Other than an open closet across from them, it was the final room. This looked like a kid’s room—a boy’s, Eric concluded. The walls were painted navy blue, with soccer ball decals scattered around. There was a baseball glove with a ball in it on the floor by the television stand and a desk that displayed action figures and two model helicopters. 

“Funny that Luke made us go together, don’t you think?” Priscilla said. Eric turned to face her in the middle of the supposedly deceased boy’s room. “You don’t feel...awkward, do you?”

Eric smiled. At least she was cool about it. “Not at all—do you?”

“Nope... I mean, I’ve been waiting for you to talk to me.” Maybe it was just wishful thinking, but the way the flashlight hit her face, it almost appeared as if she was blushing.

“I’m sorry. I’m shy, I guess.” Eric regretted the words immediately.

“You don’t need to be. I already know you like me.”

Eric laughed, maybe a bit too loudly. “Did Emily tell you that?”

“She could have, but it’s obvious. And I’m okay with it,” Priscilla said, moving closer. “You can kiss me if you want to, before they find us.”

Eric’s heart fluttered about six times a second, and his arms grew impossibly heavy. He felt his hands and knees begin to shake. This was what he wanted, and she had made it easy for him. He just had to avoid screwing it up.

Priscilla crept closer, and then he did as well. Her lips were soft and wet. She grabbed his shirt ever so gently, keeping him in place. Eric enjoyed every second of that kiss, feeling more relaxed as they explored each other in the quiet, dark house. Eric opened his eyes and pulled back slightly. She smiled at him and moved in again. But just as he was about to take her up on another kiss, something caught his eye behind Priscilla’s head, moving about in the shadows. Eric stepped back from her, alert, and unsure.

“What is it?” She turned to face where he slowly drew the light. 

“I thought I saw something,” Eric said, a little shaken. 

“Where?”

“Here,” he said, shining the light on the other side of the bed. But there was nothing there. 

“Guys! Let’s go, this place sucks,” Eric heard Luke yell from downstairs. He wanted to kiss Priscilla some more, but he could not shake the feeling that something was watching him. And now he knew that it wasn’t Luke playing a joke on them.

They left the bedroom, Priscilla leading the way. She turned and gave Eric a quick smile before going down the stairs. Just as Eric was about to follow, he saw a shadowy figure at the other end of the hall, past the master bedroom. Frozen in place, he drew the flashlight to reveal two people standing idly. They were pale yet shadowy at once. One was a man, the other a woman. They didn’t move. They didn’t speak. 

Eric was completely locked in place, and every particle in his body began to shiver with fear. 

Then, in a shroud of mist, the strangers vanished into thin air. Eric ran down the stairs as fast as he could, almost steamrolling into Priscilla, and then straight out of the house and into the dark woods.
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Lynn

“And you’ve been seeing him—your son, Tyson?”

Lynn sat across from her psychiatrist, Dr. Anne. Her office was small and confining, with yellowing paint that made it appear as if the lights were dimmed, though in reality they weren’t. 

While Dr. Anne was a nice enough woman, Lynn was never quite sure if she was being sympathetic or surgical with her questions.

Lynn’s chest tightened, and she considered how ridiculous it sounded, hearing someone else say it aloud. “I must be dreaming—or hallucinating. Can the drug do that?” she pointedly deflected. “I know he’s not really there.”

She thought back to Tyson’s last night. He and Thomas had only been alone for a short while. Then she had found him lifeless on the floor. What were his last moments of life like: agonizing, fear-ridden, confused? It threw Lynn’s stomach in a rot.

Dr. Anne wrinkled her nose and blinked several times, as if to process the question. “Are you waking in the middle of the night, after you’ve taken the medication?”

“Yes. Quite often, actually, and when I do, I find that Thomas is sleepwalking and talking to his brother. I sometimes see them sitting in the room together.”

“And when you see them together, what do you feel?”

“Mostly? Cold...always cold.” She shuddered, as if the mere mention of it manifested the cold there and now. “Afterwards, it’s just pain. To think...it’s been just over a year since we buried our oldest child. I just... I just want to move on. I want all of us to move on.” 

“I understand,” Dr. Anne said. 

A long silence passed. Lynn wondered if the doctor was giving her a moment out of respect, or if she just had no idea what to say. But then Dr. Anne said, “We can try a different medication, if you’d like, perhaps something that you can take daily, instead of as needed.”

Lynn considered this, leaning back in her chair. “I think I’ll stick to these meds a while longer. Despite waking in the night, I am sleeping more then I was before. Mornings can be a little groggy, but it beats insomnia.”

“I think that’s wise,” Dr. Anne said. She then quickly shifted gears. “How are Thomas and Ron doing?”

“I can’t always tell with Thomas. He seems to be managing fine, all things considered. Often he comes to me, wanting to talk, and then he lets it pass, and goes back to his room. I’ve never felt so helpless with him. He was always the easy one. Tyson was a lot more work.” 

Lynn smiled half-heartedly and saw that Dr. Anne returned it in kind. “Ron...Ron tends to bury things, closing off emotional doors. He’s done it ever since I’ve known him. Maybe I’m just envious. A few weeks ago, we got into a fight over nothing. I just wanted him to show some emotion—anything. We talk, when I ask to. It’s not that he’s not there for me; that would be a lie.” Lynn shook her head frustratingly. “I can’t really explain it.”

“People have their own way of internalizing grief,” Dr. Anne explained. 

“I just wish I could understand them better.” 

“Do you still blame yourself for what happened?” The doctor’s question took Lynn by surprise. 

“I—well, if we hadn’t left him alone...” Lynn fumbled on her reasoning. This question was always a challenge. 

“Based on what you’ve told me, you couldn’t have known. You had him checked out—twice—and his symptoms never worsened.” It was a reiteration of what she had said previously. Lynn relaxed a little on the outside, but her heart still felt like a sack of potatoes, weighing her down.

While Lynn was looking at the floor, Dr. Anne stood and drew Lynn’s gaze. “I don’t normally lend things out, but you might find this useful. Now...where is it?” She rummaged through her desk, picking up stray books before plopping them down. She wrinkled her nose and twisted her mouth, looking toward her book cabinet. “It’s got to be in there...”

After a minute or so passed, Dr. Anne handed Lynn a hardcover book titled The Five Stages of Grief, by a slew of authors and contributors. 

As Lynn flipped speedily through it, Dr. Anne said, “It’s based on the popular understanding of grief, but this book is written for a general audience and not as a textbook for a psychology student. Reading through this might be helpful, though I wouldn’t look at it like an instruction manual. If anything, it may help you understand Thomas’s or Ron’s behavior, as well as your own feelings.”

Lynn wasn’t sure it would be much help, but decided she would give it a try regardless. “Thank you. Oh, I almost forgot. I will have to mail it to you once I’m finished... We decided to take your advice. I think moving will be a good way to put things behind us. It’s hard when...well, you already know all of that.”

Dr. Anne smiled. “I know moving is a challenge. But given everything you have been through, it may be exactly what you need. You can’t outrun your grief—just remember that. A change of pace, or simply a change of scenery can be therapeutic for some. Your husband was supportive of this decision, then?”

“At first he was reluctant, but when we talked about it some more, I think he understood my side of it,” Lynn said. “But fortunately for us, he was able to carry his work over to the new town. It’s almost like it was meant to be.” It sounded good as she said it, but a cold bitterness clutched at her. If things were meant to be, Tyson would still be alive.

Lynn concluded her appointment, then picked up her prescription refill. She considered going inside the mobile phone store at the end of the strip to get a new smartphone and plan; she had canceled hers after Tyson’s death. She was unable to handle all the texts and missed calls, a constant reminder of her loss. 

She thought better of it and headed for home. Lynn drove by the school, her place of work before taking a leave of absence. Being summer, the area was deserted, outside of a few kids throwing a baseball around in the parking lot. A good thing too, for Lynn was in no mood to witness the happy, complete families as parents collected their children. She directed her thoughts instead to the coming weeks, to leaving the city behind for good to start a new chapter of their life as an incomplete, frayed family, running away from their pain and moving toward the unknown. 
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Lynn was quite certain that she was dreaming. 

A dark curtain was pulled over the sky in what seemed an instant, and the once beautiful scenery became nothingness, a desolate wasteland. The only thing Lynn could see as she walked slowly amongst the trees was the ground in front of her. Sounds stirred in every direction: a light wind rustling against the leaves, branches cracking in the distance, and the occasional cry of a stalking owl. 

She attempted to pull free, to stir from the dream, to no avail. 

Lynn proceeded into the darkness. The forest transformed into a small village, which she figured for a ghost town. There was nobody around...no sounds, no voices, nothing. 

Sensing that she was being watched, Lynn quickened her pace. Somewhere in that spectral landscape very near to her she became aware of the presence of an elderly woman. The old crone existed through alleyways and back doors, through the fog and down a dark, well-trodden road. No matter where Lynn went, she was there. In an attempt to hide, Lynn became lost in the misty maze. She then heard faint whispers from all around here that sounded distinctly child-like. Through the muffled voices, one stood out above all: Tyson. 

Lynn’s heart ached; she needed him here. 

A door shut, and Lynn woke. An icy chill touched her shoulder and crept around her neck. The early-morning sun pried through the curtains. It was moving day.

The morning hours were slow and tiresome. Lynn’s mind wandered far too much, and the monotonous task of packing gave her little reprieve. She thought over the ominous, haunting dream, and while she didn’t believe in signs, she wondered if there was anything prophetic about it. 

I’m just anxious about that move, that’s all. 

Before the strange dream, with the forests and the old woman, she remembered dreaming that she was driving with her family in the pouring rain, and every time she looked in the rear-view mirror or simply turned her shoulder, she saw Tyson. Thomas was in the car too; they sat beside each other. Tyson’s face was lifeless and pale—barely corporeal—but he looked right into Lynn’s eyes each time. 

It must be the meds, she postulated. She had never been a vivid dreamer.

Lynn relived some cherished memories as she meandered with her packing. She missed teaching her students, the sixth and seventh-graders. But it hurt her too much to be around other children: all those smiling faces, a world of opportunity laid out for them. 

Lynn snickered to herself and then sighed. Tyson would have been in seventh grade this year. Sadly, those parents would never understand what they had until it was gone. 

Moving along at a steady pace, she packed most of the kitchenware, and the odds-and-ends type things, while Ron and his friend Jesse did most of the heavy lifting—couches, dressers, and the like. 

Next was the bedroom. Lynn tackled the stuff that they had not already packed over the past few days. While working, she came across the family photo albums. Her hand shook as she flipped through the pages. She knew the album inside and out yet felt nervous when she knew Tyson’s face would appear on the next page. 

It’s not fair. She touched Tyson’s face in a picture of him and Thomas with their arms around each other, the type of hug boys sometimes give when they are afraid to show affection. Was it our fault? Did we not watch him close enough? She closed the book, hard, and tossed it into the box. It was enough guilt for one day. 

“Let’s see...” Lynn mumbled, trying to figure out which things she could cram into the few boxes she had hauled upstairs. 

On the top shelf, only one thing remained: a case. Lynn knew what it was and wondered why Ron even kept the damned thing. It was not like they would ever use it. She knew little about guns, but Ron kept the hunting rifle stowed away for whatever reason. It was a Remington 783, a bolt-action rifle. That much she knew. Ron had been excited about receiving it from his dad as a gift many years ago. He had told her the make and model ad nauseam, which she could recall as easily as her own license plate. But Lynn was convinced Ron did not know much about guns either, though, on more than one occasion, he had bragged about his accuracy. Lynn understood it may have sentimental value to her husband—like a souvenir—but it was still dangerous to keep around. 

Hours went by, and once the moving truck was loaded and their cars were packed to the gills, Lynn did a quick head count. Both Thomas and Snaps were not present, which meant they were probably together in the backyard. Lynn went through the house and out into their backyard to confirm her guess. 

“Thomas, we’re leaving now! Grab Snaps, please!” 

“Okay!” Thomas yelled back. Lynn saw him trying to wrestle the dog from out of the bushes. 

She decided she would give them a short while longer in their house before leaving it behind for good. Lynn breathed in the familiar air and closed her eyes. Everything around her felt in slow motion. She was leaving behind so many memories. Yet all those happy, carefree years had been stripped away by one swift, brutal, event, a disruption of unbearable pain.

Everyone eventually found their way to the vehicles, and they took off; Lynn, Thomas, and Snaps in the family car, Ron in his truck, and Jesse with the five-ton. 

Lynn resisted the urge to look in her rear-view mirror, the haunting dream still clear in her mind. She quickly thought about their new house and what lay ahead to dispel those visions. 

The morning was thick with dark clouds, and Lynn hoped she did not have to drive for five hours in the rain. Living where they did, she had grown accustomed to the weather. How people drove on the highway, on the other hand... 

Lynn followed the moving truck, and as she drove on without disruption, she wondered if the weather was any different in their new town, Walton. ​
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The drive consisted of gray melancholy and little else. Thomas and Snaps both slept almost the entire way, leaving the car too silent for Lynn’s taste. The constant light sprinkle of rainwater against glass was her only reprieve. 

When they arrived, Lynn was reminded of her first impression of Walton, its quiet and vacant presence. 

Looming forests stretched the entirety of the land, and Lynn could almost feel the loneliness of the townspeople as they drove on through. At least the drive was not quite as long as she remembered; it had taken only four and a half hours. For such a relatively short distance from their previous residence, Walton was very different.

The Madisons’ new house was recently finished and one of only a handful of newer homes built along the water. It excited Lynn knowing that they would be living on a lake. From what she had gathered about Walton, construction was being pushed out farther from the lake; however, some older houses were scattered across the lake’s expanse, hunting cabins or old log homes like one might expect in the wilderness. At least that was what Lynn always believed was out in mountainous wastelands of the world. 

Lynn had no doubt that she would find the peace and quiet that was prescribed to her, but at the same time she questioned if it would be too much, especially when Thomas would be back at school. 

The short drive from the town’s center to their new home was beautiful. She had never seen so many trees, and in such variety. Finally, they came across the lake, and while the water was too dark for Lynn’s liking, it was still a sight to see. 

Once they connected to the dirt road that led through the woods, Lynn could see the lake in its entirety.

“Woah,” Thomas said under his breath. 

Lynn pulled into the driveway, and Thomas and Snaps scurried out of the car before she even put it in park. Snaps was enthralled by the lake and was struggling with whether or not he should bark at it or go for a swim. 

The house was smaller than their previous one, but still had two floors. Though that hadn’t mattered much to them; it was the cost that really made this an enticing move. It surprised Lynn that the house was so inexpensive. Houses with this sort of property and a lake view tended to be unaffordable. And despite its seclusion, it was only about fifteen or twenty minutes into town down one of the two roads in and out of Walton. 

Since their last visit with their realtor, the landscapers had cut down trees enough to give them a backyard. They’d have to build a fence for Snaps. Hopefully, for the time being, the hedges would keep the dog contained.

“So, should we just stare at it all day, or are we going to go inside?” Lynn said to Ron.

Thomas and Snaps came running back to them, and Lynn smiled at her son. He seemed happy thus far with the move, she thought as she observed his face, which was very much like his dad’s. Lynn had blond hair, fair skin, thin lips, and blue eyes. Ron, on the other hand, had thick brown hair, brown eyes with bushy brows, and a square jaw. And Thomas looked exactly the same. Tyson had had some of Ron’s facial features, but her blond hair and her eyes. 

His beautiful blue eyes...

“I don’t know, I kind of like just staring,” Ron replied, wrestling Thomas by the shoulders.

“Jesse—help me out here?” Lynn said, turning to Ron’s friend, who was still hanging off of the moving truck’s driver’s-side door.

“Yeah, Ronnie, I got places to be, man,” Jesse said. “Let’s get this crap unloaded.” He opened the back door of the five-ton and jumped inside. 

Jesse had offered to help with the move and take the truck back for them, which Lynn was thankful for. He was a close friend of Ron’s and had been there for them when Tyson had passed away. 

The evening was fast approaching, but they made reasonable time unloading everything. Ron offered to Jesse to spend the night on the couch, but he insisted on getting back home. Not much was put away—they would have the rest of the week to do that. 

Ron ordered pizza from one of the few local places that delivered. Lynn would have to do a grocery run tomorrow to save them from eating pizza the rest of the week. She picked at her two slices, wondering if Tyson would have approved of their new home.

After they had eaten, she went to stand out in the driveway, gazing upon the moonlit water. The white aura of the crescent was bright that night, and it illuminated the deep stillness of the water. Lynn rubbed her arms against the brisk chill. It was almost too eerie; too quiet. It seemed as though the only entity that knew of their existence was Mother Nature, brooding in the dark. 

“Hey,” Ron said, sneaking up behind her.

Lynn almost jumped out of her shoes. “Jesus, you scared me.”

“Sorry,” Ron said, laughing. He put his arm around her back when he saw her shivering. “What do you think?” 

Lynn took a moment, searching for the answer; she knew that question was coming. 

She decided to give him an honest answer. 

“I don’t know yet, I just know we had to move. I couldn’t live in that house anymore, Ron, not after what happened.”

“I know, and we’ll move again if we must, and again, and again,” he said, kissing her on the cheek and the back of the neck each time.

“Stop,” Lynn said coyly, blushing. For someone who was initially skeptical that moving would be the solution, it appeared that Ron had completely gotten over his original hesitancy. 

Ron released her, and a strange, sobering effect took over Lynn. “Ron...”

“Yeah?”

“I just realized that this isn’t the first time I’ve done this,” Lynn said. 

“What do you mean?” 

He still hadn’t wiped that smirk off of his face. Lynn had to look away to keep a straight face.

“I mean this isn’t the first time that I’ve moved away after a death in the family.”

“When your mom passed?” 

Lynn nodded and looked out at the lake. “We went to live with our dad afterwards. It was never us he tried to get away from; it was her. Even when she was alive, I had begged him to take us away—to live with him across the country. My sister was angry for a long time because of it. She had to leave all her friends behind. High school was hard for her after we moved... Another thing I blamed myself for, even if I don’t understand why.”
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