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Most pieces in this collection touch on death and/or murder in some way (without graphic details). Some other potential content notes are below.

"Homecoming" includes cult-like behavior.

"Progress" references suicide.

"Hollow" involves mental instability and a perceived endangered child.

"Queen of the Roller Disco" involves accidental death and injury from normal activities.

"Glaistig" involves murder by a romantic partner.

"The House" involves separation of a person and her pet.

"Things Cats Put in Their Mouths" involves pets in potential danger.

"Glitch Fog" involves zombies.
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Carolyn hadn't been back to Whitepine Harbor in ten years, and everything seemed different from her memories. It went beyond shops changing names or exterior paint colors, or the models of cars parked in driveways. It was like her brain had reconfigured the town with equal parts nostalgia and decrepitude. The beach, at least, looked nicer than she remembered.

The house she had rented for the long weekend, however, was far more run down than it had appeared on the vacation rental site.

"Carolyn? Carolyn Wilder?" A woman, maybe in her early forties, a decade and change older than Carolyn, ran across the next-door backyard waving.

"That's me." Carolyn racked her brain for the woman's name, but nothing came to her. Whitepine Harbor was small enough that she'd known everyone when she lived there, but this woman was a blank.

"Hi, sorry, I'm Bonnie Harkins. Mrs. Dawson asked me to catch you when you got here. She, uh ... well, I guess you haven't heard about Anthony passing away."

"Mr. Dawson? I thought he—"

"No, no, Anthony Junior."

Carolyn blinked. "You mean Tony."

Bonnie nodded. "May he rest in peace."

"Wow. Uh, I used to babysit him." Carolyn glanced at the rental house. "Oh, gosh, should I find a different place?"

"No, no," Bonnie said, handing Carolyn a single key on a coiled plastic circle keyring she pulled from her wrist. "Mrs. Dawson wants you to stay here still. She was just sorry she couldn't make it over to see you herself."

"I should send her my condolences," Carolyn said. "Do you know what happened?"

"Drowning."

The single word struck Carolyn, knocking the breath out of her lungs and leaving her unable to speak. Tony had been a good swimmer—most people in Whitepine Harbor learned to swim when they were young. The town didn't have a pool, but with the northern Pacific Ocean right there at their doorstep, not knowing how to swim was a liability. Even after years away, she still swam when she had the chance, though in indoor pools these days.

"So, Mrs. Dawson said you're a digital nomad?" Bonnie asked. "What's that mean, exactly?"

"Oh, just that I work wherever I go," Carolyn replied, shrugging. "It's ... I guess it's a lot more common in bigger cities. But I work in data analysis, and you can do that from anywhere with an internet connection."

"That sounds glamorous! The Wi-Fi here should work, but there's a coffee shop a couple of blocks away, too."

"Coffee shop? That's new."

"Yeah, it opened a few years back, I guess. I'm not from around here. My husband's family is."

"Harkins, you said? I remember Mr. Harkins, the biology teacher."

"That's right. I married Jimmy, his youngest son."

Carolyn nodded. "Oh, yeah, I think I remember him too. He moved away for a while?"

"Yep, Northern California. Met me, we had a couple kids. Moved back after his mom passed."

"Oh, I'm sorry to hear it."

Bonnie nodded. "Thanks. Anyway, let me show you around the house, okay?"

Carolyn glanced at the house. "There's not much to see, is there?"

"Well, you know Mrs. Dawson, she just wants to make sure you feel at home. After all, it's your big homecoming, right?"

"Ten-year reunion, but yeah, I guess it's homecoming too." Carolyn opened the back door into the rental and stepped inside.

The kitchen was tiny, with a table for two, and its vinyl flooring stopped abruptly at the brown shag carpet of the living room. The layout was exactly like her parents' house had been—the two bedrooms would be on the front of the house, facing the ocean, with the front door between them and the bathroom tucked at the end of the hall nearest the kitchen.

But Bonnie insisted on showing Carolyn around, and she followed along, nodding as she went. The house was plenty big enough for just her—she wouldn't even need the second bedroom. They wound back around to the living room in no time.

Carolyn paused as her gaze caught on something propped against a lamp on an end table. It looked like a bone white replica of a distorted human face. She recoiled. "What's that?"

"Oh, that's a driftwood mask," Bonnie said. "Well, they weren't designed to be masks. One of the old lumber mills had a chute that carried their waste wood out to the ocean. It's all been tumbling around out there for decades, but in the past couple of years, they've been washing up on the beach now and then. It's white pine, you know, like the town name, and I guess the holes in them are where the knots used to be."

"Wow. Kinda creepy."

"I think they're kinda cute. They've all got different expressions, just like people."

"If you say so," Carolyn said. "Um, anyway, thanks for the tour and the tip on the coffee shop. But—" She pointed back toward the hallway. "I've been on the road for hours. Nature beckons."

"Oh, sorry, don't let me keep you! I'll get out of your hair, but if you need anything, I'm just two houses down, four-oh-eight. I'd sooner you come pester me than Mrs. Dawson, okay?"

"Thank you," Carolyn said.

As Bonnie headed out, Carolyn looked at the mask again. But she hadn't been making an excuse to get Bonnie to leave. She headed for the bathroom without giving the mask another thought.

~
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Carolyn was glad she'd brought a few groceries with her from her last short-term rental in Seattle. The Whitepine Harbor grocery store was as dismal as she remembered it. This time of year, there was some fresh produce, so long as you didn't mind apples, gourds, or greens of dubious quality. And there was always fish and shellfish, locally caught. She'd never learned to cook fish, definitely not the sort you needed to skin and debone yourself. She'd settled on a bit of deli meat and cheese to round out a charcuterie board pieced together from what she'd brought with her and a bottle of wine she'd picked up at a roadside tasting room on the way out.

Now, sitting on the front porch where she'd watched the sun set as she ate, she shivered as the brine-scented breeze wafted across her. Wisps of fog came with it, shrouding the beach in pale grays under the amber glow of the streetlights. Autumn in Washington was rarely beach season, and today was no exception. She drained her wine glass and collected the dishes she'd brought out to the porch.

Back in the house, the chill breeze still followed her, and she made her way from room to room, closing windows as she went. Mrs. Dawson—or maybe Bonnie—had opened everything up to air the place out, but it seemed plenty aired out to Carolyn.

She didn't bother to turn the light on in the spare bedroom as she went to close the window there. Looking out the window and across the street, motion caught her gaze.

Darker shapes moved amongst the fog, roughly human sized. Probably teenagers out drinking, she thought with a grin. She'd been one of those teenagers, once upon a time. And as long as they weren't loud about it, she couldn't begrudge them the one activity Whitepine Harbor provided after dark.

But she was an adult now, not needing to sneak out to drink. She poured herself another glass of wine to enjoy within the warmth of the house.

~
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The sign at the coffee shop read "Harbor Fog," with an artistic swirl of steam from a cup of coffee wreathing the words. Carolyn thought she recognized the style, but it wasn't until she went inside and saw her high school best friend, Elodie, working the cash register, that she was certain.

"El! Oh my gosh! Hi!"

"Carolyn?" Elodie arched one slender dark eyebrow. "What are you ... you came back for homecoming?"
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