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Please note: it should be assumed that basic horror tropes will apply. These include death, gore, and violence.











  
  











To my parents, who gave me the chance I needed to become my most genuine self without judgement.










  
  

one

Saturday 1:11 a.m.





Blood trickled from Talia’s nose, drying at the top of her lip. Beneath the screaming static of her nerves, she didn’t notice it. Her face could have fallen off for all she cared. She felt raw and exposed, a bloodied skeleton staggering down the asphalt. With the adrenaline draining from her, the pain surfaced. As much as she needed to get home, as much as it had been her only thought these past hours, her muscles struggled to deliver her this final stretch. 

The quiet of the neighborhood unnerved her. Dawn threatened the edge of the dark, and the air contracted around its approach. No one else moved on the streets or outside their houses. The wind barely whispered through the towering trees in clipped yards. She heard no cars rolling nearby. Suburbia slumbered. The area felt abandoned or asleep, as if everyone had moved on without her, as if the world had napped through her assault.

She pinched her lips between her teeth. Fitting, since no one will ever know.

She scraped to a stop when her house came into view. At the sight of it—home—tears sprang back into her eyes. It felt impossible, surreal, like a mirage.

Home. I never thought I would see it again.

She pictured her mother and father inside. Her mother would be seething over the missed call, pacing around the house through her worry. Her father would be perched on the edge of the couch cushion, attempting to talk her mother down.

Shit.

She needed to get herself together. She needed a story. What had happened to her tonight?

Taking a deep breath, she shook her hands at her side. Under the nearest streetlight, she looked down to survey her appearance.

“Fuck,” she exhaled at the sight.

Her trembling fingers brushed over her wrinkled shirt. The hem lifted to expose the scratches drawn down her stomach. The button of her jeans was torn away, leaving the waistband of her pants wilted open. Leaves and grass clung to her clothes, obscuring the minute droplets of blood. In the dim light, she brushed until the fabric burned at her palms. She tugged her pants up and shirt down to cover her belly and ripped button.

She smoothed over and over until her injuries lost feeling and the gesture lost meaning. Then her hands migrated to her cheeks, and she swiped gentler at the tear tracks. Holding her own face, she stared at her house through splayed fingers.

Her nerves clamored for attention, a symphony of injuries sending screaming messages to her brain. She could not see herself. She could not feel anything beyond the pain in her face. So, she did not wipe the blood from her nose. 

Not her first mistake of the night.

A part of her felt hollowed out, stolen, missing. There was an aching vacancy beneath the hand clutching her stomach. Most of her other injuries were internal, hidden. So, her parents didn’t have to know. They didn’t have to know how close they came to losing another daughter. They couldn’t know. If they did, she knew what they would do.

As she stumbled past the low shrubs her father meticulously clipped, the crimson dribble remained on her lip like a blinking sign. The toes of her shoes dragged on the driveway where she’d learned how to ride a bike. It was all she could do to cling to herself and trudge to the front door.








  
  

two

Saturday 1:17 a.m.







Autumn stood at the massive granite kitchen island with her heart battering her ribs. As she drummed her fingers, muscles flexed under her brown skin. Her thick curls were bound atop her head, branching out to stand wild. She hovered in front of her chair, unable to sit, unable to hold still. An untouched coffee mug cooled before her. Her mind scrolled through a million disastrous endings to this night, and her body twitched against each of them. 

Nothing was okay, nothing could be okay, until she knew where her daughter was. She could not quiet until she felt her child with her own hands.

She attempted to soothe the tide of anxiety, pacify it with rational thoughts. Instead, she swayed with its current. Its undertow wrapped around her, threatening to pull her under. In her mind, it was a snowy night years ago. A white sheet over a small bloody hand. Ballet class. Icy road. Broken glass. A tiny, pink coffin surrounded by white lilies.

Not again. Not again. Not again. The thought circled like a prayer, as if denial was enough to move the world.

Colin sank into the chair beside her, wrapped around his own cold coffee. His pale, bald head shined in the hanging light. He stared into the placid liquid, reaching up periodically to trace his palm down her back. Though it failed to soothe her shuffling. She wanted to let him comfort her, but his gestures were maddening pacifications until she knew for sure. She could not look at him and see the shared fear on his face, the looming grave in his eyes. 

The front door latch clicked, and they both startled. The storm in Autumn’s mind solidified and slid down her spine like ice, shedding all the what-ifs and worst-case scenarios. Only a live child could walk through the door tragically late. 

Colin rose beside her, fingers already tugging at the blonde, wiry ends of his beard. She stopped breathing, legs tensed to launch her across the room.

The door parted just enough for Talia to slink around. She slithered through the opening and crouched, as if it were possible to sneak in unnoticed. As if they had not been waiting for her for hours. She should have known they would be right here, had been right here since she missed curfew and didn’t answer her phone.

Autumn surged forward, her entire body a flood of electric impulse. Talia was so much more alive than the dead, broken phantom in Autumn’s anxiety. It took Autumn the breadth of the living room to clock blood on her daughter’s face, dirty and disheveled clothes, fuzzy hair.

Blood. On her daughter’s face.

She seized Talia. Her child was alive, in her hands. She could touch her. But someone had done this to her. Someone had hurt her. A burning blend of relief and anger and worry doused her, leaving her nerves crackling. Impulses to care collided with instincts to protect, turning into a blur of urges. Her hands trembled as she moved them over Talia.

Colin chased her. As Autumn examined their child, he tugged at his long beard, the hairs snapping back at release.

“What happened?” Autumn asked, gripping Talia’s cheeks to scrutinize her face. The entire room faded around her, even Colin. It was just her and Talia’s impending answer. How could she fix it? Who did she have to go after?

Talia stared, dazed. She touched the blood then squinted at her fingertips. “It’s just a bloody nose, Ma.” She tried to lean away, but Autumn held her tight.

Talia hesitated too long. Autumn could hear the lie in the quiet space between. In that micro-second, the torrent of possibilities re-surged in her. She chomped her tongue to keep it silent. She needed to be calm, soothing, and receptive to get answers. Then she could decide what to do with them.

She had to tip her daughter’s face down, just a little, to look at her. When had Talia gotten taller than her? The blood on her face and that emptiness, new in her eyes, made her look older. Shoving down the crawling sensations in her chest, Autumn focused on the blood.

“What happened, Tal?” Colin said beside them. He took another step closer, looking down at both of them.

Talia opened her mouth then buttoned her lips. The skin puckered at the pressure, and tears flooded her eyes. Pinning her arms around her chest, she pulled away from her parents, choking on an ugly, sloppy cry.

The sound broke Autumn’s heart. She melted, diffused in the steam of her rage. She drew Talia into a tender embrace. Immediately, with her child in her arms, warmth flooded over her nerves. The control of feeling her breathing and knowing she was safe.

Talia was rigid against her at first, stiff and quivering with her cries. Autumn stroked her fluffy curls down as she poured hushed comforts into her ear. She filled her lungs enough to stretch her ribs into Talia then exhaled slow, encouraging her daughter to breathe deep with her, like how she used to after a skinned knee or bruised heart. 

Talia relented and wound her hands into the back of Autumn’s shirt. Autumn clutched her, as she had since she was an infant, folding her daughter against her body in the way she still fit perfectly. She wanted to hold her forever; she wanted to go burn down the world that did this.

“I got you, LiLi,” Autumn cooed, looking up to Colin with a steeled gaze, venting her smoldering anger. “You are safe here. Dad and I will keep you safe.” The last words hardened like a promise.

After the sobs quelled, Talia finally raised her face. The blood from her nose smeared across Autumn’s shirt, but no one cared. Colin exhaled deep into Autumn’s hair. His arm snaked silent and supportive up her back. The other found Talia’s shoulder, creating a circle around them.

Autumn knew the language. I’m here. I’ll be here for you.

“You’re not in trouble, Tal, no matter what happened.” Colin spoke slow and heavy, the way he talked to her when she was very young, making sure she registered every word. “No secrets, no lies in this house. Just tell us what happened.”

Autumn kept running soothing hands over Talia’s back, the gesture becoming compulsive. She tried to focus on her child in front of her, yet she stiffened with each swipe of her own hand. Colin gave her a gentle squeeze at her hip to remind her he was there, to ground her back in the moment.

Talia’s bottom lip quivered. She looked between her parents, helpless. That look in her eyes, the change in her face hit Autumn somewhere deep, somewhere primal and maternal. She didn’t need words to register the significance. She found resolve in what Talia did not say and knew what she needed to do.

“Why don’t I help you get cleaned up?” Autumn gathered Talia’s hands. “Get that blood off your face. Get you out of these dirty clothes.”

Colin released them, gaping at her words, his eyes narrowing. Autumn flashed him a firm expression as she guided Talia. He raised a finger.

“What if we need to…” he trailed off.

Something flared in Autumn. She froze and stared back, pushing out her lips. “Need to what?” she asked.

“What if we need to call the cops?” Colin near-whispered. “What if we need to—I don’t know—preserve the evidence?” He moved his hand with his words before releasing it.

Echoes of her own screams filled Autumn’s ears, swelling to deafen her. She held herself against the flinch. She blinked against the red and blue lights flickering along shattered glass and twisted metal, off the metal badge in her way, the hand on the butt of a service gun.

Calm down, ma’am. Have you been drinking? Take anything? Words Colin had not heard. Words that would have never been said to him.

Autumn closed her eyes for a breath, banishing the past from her mind, as she drew Talia into her. She did not have time to be irritated at him; her child needed her. 

When she looked at him, the hard look on her face changed, adopted a vicious edge. She let her hard, copper eyes speak for her. Colin pulled his lips into his mouth and bit into them, his face flushing as a vein threatened at his temple. Talia furrowed her brow as she glanced between the two, the unspoken exchange moving between her parents. 

Autumn guided Talia upstairs. Her nerves twitched as she placed light fingertips on the girl’s back. Every inch of her skin bristled and writhed as she forced her footfalls to be slow and gentle, not slamming in the anger she felt, not rushing her wounded child. She kept her breaths tempered up the staircase that suddenly felt never-ending. 

This was her purpose in this moment: to mother. She knew what she would do in the moments after.

When they shuffled into the small, white, porcelain space, Autumn pressed the door closed behind them. A relief to be alone with her daughter, to selfishly control her care. The counter stretched along the wall, littered with Talia’s toothbrush, toothpaste, a brush, a comb, a scatter of rubber bands. A mess that usually would send irritation tightening over Autumn’s skin. She didn’t even see it. She moved to the bathtub; the oversized rectangle that had been half the reason she liked this house. Bending over, she released the water from the faucet, steam immediately crawling up from the thrashing water.

“A bath?” Talia asked, her voice small.

Autumn nodded and hummed as she sprinkled Epsom salt and bubble solution into the water. Bubbles bloomed on the shaking surface of the bath.

“I haven’t taken a bath in years.” The teenage tone edged Talia’s words.

Autumn ignored the flinch at the flare of attitude. “It will help.” She placed her hands on her daughter’s shoulders. “Can I help you get in?”

Talia’s arms climbed around her waist, and her eyes slid away. “Aren’t I too old to be helped bathe?”

Autumn smiled, releasing a laughing breath. “I wasn’t too old when Grandmama helped me on and off the toilet after giving birth.” She shifted a hand to Talia’s cheek. “You are never too old for my help, LiLi. If you want it.”

Talia nodded, her brown curls bobbing. “Do you miss Grandmama?”

“Almost as much as I miss Juni.” Autumn’s smile faltered before she spread it farther across her lips.

Stepping back, she gauged Talia’s face. Grasping the hem of her shirt, she tugged it over her head. The motion kicked her back to the thousand times she had done it with a much smaller Talia and much smaller shirts. The flash sliced through her, and she had to stop breathing to hold her expression steady.

Talia wilted from the shirt, collapsing down to cradle herself. Autumn swept her eyes over her child, making sure not to stare, making sure not to hesitate. The pouring water continued to pound beside them. The sound filled the bathroom, hugging them.

Purple bruises blossomed on Talia’s caramel skin. Autumn noticed the grip marks near her wrists, the scrapes across her palms first as Talia slipped her arms from the shirt sleeves. Running soothing fingers down Talia’s arms, she acted as if she had seen nothing. When Autumn reached for Talia’s jeans, she saw the button had been torn free, and the zipper clung desperately to stay up. Above the waist of the pants, scratches and more bruises spread over Talia’s belly.

Talia caught her mother’s eyeline and flinched back, gasping. Autumn hushed her softly yet remained where she stood as Talia slid from her pants and remaining clothes. Autumn extended her hand and helped steady Talia into the tub. As Talia lowered into the steaming water, Autumn crouched down to turn off the faucet.

Before Talia could hide below the blanket of bubbles, Autumn glimpsed the bright, swollen wound low on one side of her stomach. An angry, red line carved across her daughter’s flesh—a burn maybe—surrounded by sympathetic purples and deeper browns.

Then it was gone below the surface, and Autumn looked away to blink back raging tears. The anger would come next.

“How does that feel?” Autumn asked, pretending to rifle through product bottles.

“Better.”

“Get your hair wet, and I will condition it for you.”

“You haven’t washed my hair in a bath since I was a kid.” Talia pulled a mound of bubbles toward her face.

“We wouldn’t have to wash your hair so often if you let me braid it.” Tears choked back; Autumn turned to Talia. She gathered the conditioner tub into her hand.

“My hair isn’t coarse enough to keep braided. It just gets fuzzy.”

“It wouldn’t get fuzzy if you used the jojoba oil.”

Talia rested her head against the side of the tub and glared at her mother. “Is this really what you want to talk about right now?”

“No.” Autumn looked to the conditioner in her hands and unscrewed the lid. “I want to talk about what happened tonight.”

Dipping her fingers into the mixture, she pulled out a dollop. She worked through Talia’s wet hair, massaging the conditioner from her scalp down to the ends, then reached for the wide-tooth comb and brought it through the curls in slow, rhythmic strokes.

Autumn watched her own hands as she worked, mesmerized by the repetitive gestures, lost in a tangle of memories of her mother’s hands on her own head and her hands in Talia and Juniper’s hair when they were small. The moment became meditative, even as the tingle of tears wriggled along her sinuses.

In the hallway, a floorboard whined softly. Colin on the other side of the door. She could practically feel his fingertips flirting with the doorknob. His objections were a roar in the back of her mind. She willed him away. She silently begged for this moment with her daughter. The floorboard squeaked again before soft footfalls retreated back downstairs.

Talia left her head against the side of the tub. She slithered a hand up to support her face against the white basin. When Autumn looked down at her face, a tear slipped down her daughter’s cheek.

“LiLi,” Autumn said.

Talia swiped at the tear and pressed back. The bubbles popped and dispersed as she gathered herself at the back of the tub. Her knees surfaced, and she drew them into her body. More fat tears swelled in her eyes.

“Mama,” she managed.

Autumn pressed her body against the dry side of the tub, leaving a hand on the rim, available if Talia wanted it. Then she waited.

“I can’t,” Talia finally said. The cries strangled her words. Her face contorted around them. Then she wrangled her features still. “I’m fine,” she choked. “Nothing happened. I just fell. I was—” She averted her eyes to the basin. “I was drunk and I fell.” 

She stole a glimpse at her mother and gripped her knees tighter, as if to ball herself up and disappear beneath the water. Autumn’s mind whirred. She didn’t give a shit about Talia drinking. Not in this moment. But she wanted to scream at her daughter and shake the truth from her. Why wouldn’t she just tell her? Why couldn’t she just say it? Autumn thought she was the type of mom Talia could talk to. At least, that’s what she had always told herself after she recovered from Juni.

“Where were you?” She spoke slowly to keep her voice level. Her stomach threatened to froth up to her molars.

“House party.”

“Where?”

“Other side of the woods.”

“Did something happen there? Did someone hurt you?”

Talia shrank a little more. “Nothing happened at the party. I just drank too much. I fell walking home.”

Autumn clung to the tub to steady herself. Rage took the white of the basin and the walls and burned out her sight entirely.

Ripped jeans, restraint bruises, adamant denial.

Autumn knew what these signs meant, and she now wanted to vomit it on the floor to get it out of her. Was it the party? Had some guy, some group of boys, hurt her baby? Where would she find them now?

“Ma?” Talia called.

The bathroom snapped into focus around Autumn. Grip trembling, her entire forearm quaked. She glanced at it, as if it were another person’s shaking arm, then drew it back to her body. Taking a deep breath, she looked at Talia.

“Talia.” Autumn kept her voice deadly calm. “We both know something happened.”

“No, nothing—”

Autumn’s face silenced her daughter. “Tell me which house.”

Talia shot up in the water, splashing her mother. Autumn did not notice. “Nothing happened at the party. I promise!”

“Then what?”

Talia chewed her lip. “I fell on Monere Lane. These people, the ones who live in Red Walls House, they…” She abandoned the words.

Autumn could scarcely contain herself. She quivered in the effort to compose herself. “Talia.” She rooted herself in her daughter’s name. She let her hardened expression, the mom face she had given thousands of times, speak for her. 

“Ma, you don’t understand.” Talia’s eyes widened. “You can’t go—” She steadied herself again. “Nothing happened. You don’t have to do anything. Really.”

The more Talia lied, the more she didn’t say, the sharper Autumn’s assumptions became. She did not need words; Talia’s injuries had told enough of the story. The spaces between her words said the rest. Red Walls House. She knew where she was going. That’s all she really needed to know, so she forced herself to still. Shaking her head, she gathered Talia’s hand, coaxing her back into the bubbles.

“I will take care of it.” Autumn kept Talia’s hand and stroked her fingers along the back of it.

“Please, don’t, Ma. I don’t want you doing what you wanted to after Juni.”

Autumn gulped and looked down at Talia’s hand. “Like I should have for Juni.”

“Ma,” Talia breathed. “That was an accident.”

“It is not an accident when someone is drunk.” The tears escaped Autumn’s eyes. She swept them away before they could reach her cheeks. Then she leveled her gaze at her daughter. “Is this really what you want to talk about right now?”

They never wanted to talk about that night.

Talia shook her head and slid deeper into the water. Releasing her daughter’s hand, Autumn brought her chin to rest on the edge of the tub. Talia’s face had changed, softened by treading on that tender wound from the past. They stared at each other for a long, silent moment.

“Promise me,” Talia finally said. “Promise me you won’t.”

“I promise,” Autumn lied without a twitch.


      [image: image-placeholder]After the water disappeared down the drain, Autumn wrapped Talia in her robe. Talia slipped her pajamas on over her bruises and wounds while Autumn pretended not to squint after the injuries. Then Autumn twisted loose braids into Talia’s hair. She guided Talia to her bed and tucked the blankets snuggly around her, as if she were still a kid.

Talia sank into the pillow, lifting her copper eyes to her mother. Her eyelids were thick, puffed and swollen from all the tears. Autumn pressed her palm to Talia’s forehead like a sick child.

“Do you want anything?” Autumn asked.

“Can I just have some water?”

“Of course, LiLi.” She patted at Talia’s knee through the blanket. “What if I called Willow and Ricky over?”

Talia’s brow furrowed. “It’s real late.”

“Do you think they’ll care?”

“No.”

“Would it make you feel better to talk to them?”

Talia sank deeper into the bed as she nodded.

Autumn padded from the room and down the stairs. The carpet suddenly felt too soft, threatening to suck her down to drown in the thrashing sea of her emotions. She heaved as she clutched the railing. She didn’t know if it was cold relief pouring over her or molten rage. Or both.

Colin waited for her, frozen rigid on the couch. He wrung his hands over his knees, tugging then releasing his pant legs. When Autumn landed on the hardwood floor, his pale irises flashed.

“You didn’t,” he breathed. Disappointment weighed his words.

She met his eyes, marching past him into the kitchen. He launched from the cushion to pursue her.

“Autumn,” he pressed.

“Didn’t what?” She snatched a glass from the cabinet and moved to the sink.

He stepped into her way. “You didn’t wash away all that evidence.”

Pursing her lips tight, she squared toward him. “Evidence for what?”

“Evidence of what happened to our daughter. Evidence for the police.” He pressed his hip against the counter and gestured wildly.

She shoved a thick breath out of her nose and closed her eyes. When she opened them, they had solidified again. He held firm.

“After Juni,” she said, biting at her lip and shaking her head. “After my father.” She brought that sharp gaze back to him. “I know you did not say police to me again.”

The red and blue lights in her memory threatened to blind her. They flashed brighter and faster with her anger. His words, his pale ignorance, pushed her away.

Planting his hand on the counter, he breathed out against the trap. There was nothing he could say. Her eyes singed through him. He rubbed over his bald head before tugging on his beard.

“What happened?” he asked the floor. “Is it what I think it is?”

She leaned into the counter, abandoning the glass on the granite and swiping her face. She wanted to scrub and scratch the entire night out of her mind. “As far as I can tell. She wouldn’t tell me anything. Colin, she is petrified.”

He gagged and flinched beside her. “Autumn.” He waited until she met his eyes. “We have to report it.”

Glaring at him, she pinched the bridge of her nose. “Don’t make me explain this to you,” she said into her palm. “You know what it’s like for women to report a crime. Don’t make me explain how much harder it is for women like us.”

He opened his mouth, then closed it. Again, there was nothing he could say. There was no argument he could make.

“We have to do something,” he finally mumbled back to his feet.

“We are going to do something. It’s time, Colin. It’s time for the plan.”

He looked up, features heavy with pain.

“I am going to get Ricky and Willow over here,” she continued. “Then, we are going to do something.”
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