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CHAPTER ONE


          

        

      

    

    
      There is a hint of a memory, struggling to remain latched to the edge of my brain.

      In this memory, the wind is whipping across my face as I run through the woods that threatened to take everything from me. The branches lash at my arms, scratching across my flesh, and the smell of earth permeates my nose as I fall to the ground. Through it all, I hear crying.

      But, I am unsure if it is my own crying, or if it is coming from someone else. After so long, one would think that I would be able to determine the sound of my own voice. However, the truth is that I am terrified of reliving what happened thirteen years ago. Of trying to remember those three fateful days. Of fathoming how the three of us could have survived.

      Lying here, on the couch in Missus Smith’s office, I attempt to conjure a response to the question she has asked, but find that I can do little but stare.

      Don’t be afraid, I tell myself. Nothing’s going to hurt you here.

      But, I realize, it is the same as it has been each year since the happening occurred—since the three of us went missing in the woods, only to emerge without any memory of it.

      “Harlow,” my therapist says.

      “Yes?” I ask.

      “Tell me about the dream,” she says once more.

      I divert my attention from where I have kept my eyes fixed on the wall and try to determine what to say. Chest tight, mouth dry, I attempt to inhale a breath of air to still my throbbing heart, only to find that it catches in my throat.

      “Are you with me, Harlow?” Missus Smith asks.

      “I’m with you,” I say.

      “Tell me about the dream,” she repeats.

      A series of images bombards me.

      A lone window⁠—

      A number of trees⁠—

      A girl in the woods lifting her hand and calling to me⁠—

      I struggle to fight back the tears that threaten to spill from my eyes, only to find that same jagged breath cutting ribbons into my heart, my lungs, my brain.

      “The—dream,” I say, attempting, with all my might, to remain calm.

      “Yes, Harlow. The dream.”

      There really isn’t anything to tell—at least, nothing that hasn’t been shared before. It’s been the same for the past three weeks.

      That isn’t true, a part of me whispers. You know it isn’t.

      Still, the fact remains that even thinking about it is enough to make me shiver, make me pause.

      Make me afraid.

      Trembling, now, in spite of the warm autumn light spilling through Missus Smith’s office window, I push myself into a sitting position and center my gaze on the hanging plants across from me, then say, “It’s been the same as always.”

      “The one where you’re looking into the woods?” Missus Smith asks. “The one where she was calling you into them?”

      I swallow. Nod. Say, “Yes.”

      “But something is different,” Missus Smith says. “Something’s changed.”

      “Yes,” I whisper. “Something has changed.”

      Missus Smith waits in silence for my reply.

      Unable to face her, I close my eyes once more. Feel the tears as they burn beneath and then spill out from under my lids. It is then that I say, in as strong a voice as I can manage: “I want to follow her.”

      “The girl, you mean? The one from your dreams?”

      “Yes, Missus Smith. The girl from my dreams.”

      The woman records this newfound information on a clipboard in her lap, then leans forward and says, “I know this is a rough time for you, especially since the anniversary is coming up⁠—”

      “It is,” I say.

      “—but I want you to know that, no matter what happened in your past, it does not define you in your present.”

      “I know, Missus Smith.”

      “We have a few more minutes,” the therapist says before lowering the clipboard to her desk. “Is there anything else you want to talk about?”

      “I… I don’t⁠—”

      “How are Sarah and Cara doing?”

      I blink, stunned. “Why do you ask?”

      “It’s been a while since you’ve spoken about either of them. I just wanted to know if you knew how they were feeling, especially given the anniversary.”

      “It’s like they don’t remember,” I reply. “Or, at least, it’s like they don’t want to remember.”

      “Some people who suffer from PTSD don’t want to remember,” Missus Smith replies. “Some people choose to ignore it, or tell themselves it wasn’t real, or lock it in a box and tuck it away in the back of their mind. But there are some people who can’t do that—who have to address it head-on.”

      “You mean—people like me,” I say.

      Missus Smith doesn’t reply.

      Sighing, I reach up to run a hand through the hair at my temple, then say, “I feel like a freak.”

      “You shouldn’t be so hard on yourself, Harlow. What happened to you girls was horrible.”

      “But that’s the thing. We don’t remember what happened. Isn’t that a little strange? To be so bothered by something you don’t remember?”

      “The three of you were lost in the woods for three days.”

      “And we don’t remember any of it,” I say. “We don’t remember any of it at all.”

      This time, Missus Smith can’t help but frown.

      Standing, I turn to face the doorway, beyond which lies the hallway that separates Missus Smith’s office from the rest of the clinic, and beyond that, the waiting room where my mother is sitting. After a moment of contemplation, I say, “Thank you for your time, Missus Smith.”

      “Please let me know if you need anything, Harlow,” the therapist replies. “Do you have any plans for self-care this week? I know school is starting up soon, and I imagine you might have some reservations about that as well.”

      “Mom said she was going to order in,” I reply. “She offered to take me out, but I thought that would be a bit… much.”

      “I understand,” Missus Smith says. “Be well, Harlow, and remember: be kind to yourself.”

      With one last nod, I twist the doorknob and let myself out of the room.

      
        * * *

      

      “So,” my mother says as she angles the car out of the parking lot and begins to guide us down the road, “how did your visit with Missus Smith go?”

      “It went fine,” I say.

      “Are you sure?”

      I tighten my fingers around the hem of my shirt and struggle to keep from trembling.

      My mother, who has remained silent for much of this time, turns her head to face me, and says, “I assume it wasn’t an easy visit.”

      “What gives you that idea?” I reply.

      My tone must be harsh, maybe even biting, because my mother’s lips curl into a frown. She looks as if she’s ready to say something, but before she can, the light turns green, and she’s forced to return her attention to the road.

      “I’m sorry,” I say.

      “You don’t have to be sorry,” my mother replies. “This is a hard time of year for you. You shouldn’t be ashamed of needing extra therapy sessions.”

      It isn’t needing the sessions that bothers me, though, nor is it the fact that we’re coming up on the anniversary, or that I’ve been having dreams, nightmares if I wanted to call them anything. None of that is bothering me, at least not in the grand scheme of things.

      Sighing, I close my eyes, take a deep breath, and try to force myself not to think about what I’ve seen at the edge of the family property for the past three nights.

      I try not to think about the imaginary friend who wants me to come back into the woods.

      The very thought is alarming. The mere idea and implication like panic drawn across my wrists. My muscles tighten, and for a moment, I fear I will succumb to an attack.

      I think, Breathe, Harlow.

      Then I start the exercises I’ve become an expert at after thirteen years of therapy.

      In, then out, I tell myself. In, then out. In, then out.

      “In,” I tell myself under my breath, “and out.”

      “Do you need me to pull over?” my mother asks.

      “No,” I say. “I just need to breathe.”

      I continue to work through the exercise as my mother drives. Drawing air in, then pushing it out, I take long, deep breaths through my nose and exhale them out my mouth, all while coaxing myself to come up with six things that start with the letter S.

      Snakes. Salad. Sand. Song.

      Someone whose car is playing heavy bass whips by my mother’s sedan, causing me to jump in spite of the fact that I know I am safe.

      Snakes. Salad. Sand. Song.

      I tremble. Teeth chattering, fingers twitching, I force myself to come up with the last two things.

      You can do this, I tell myself. Just one more time, Harlow. Just one more time.

      I force my eyelids shut, and commit myself one last time.

      Snakes. Salad. Sand. Song.

      Squirrels, I manage to think as I feel the walls around me closing in, as I hear the sounds drowning out the world around me. Snakes. Salad. Sand. Song. Squirrels.

      Just one more word, I tell myself as I breathe in through my nose and then out my mouth. Just one more word, Harlow. You can do this. You know you can. All you need is one more word and you can have⁠—

      Silence.

      “Silence,” I whisper.

      When I open my eyes the next time, I find that my mother has pulled the vehicle off the road. She watches me quietly, intently, her eyes wide, her lips pursed in a frown. She asks, “Do you feel better?”

      To which I reply by saying, “Yeah, I… I think so.”

      “Good.” My mother reaches out and, carefully, touches my hand. “Everything’s going to be okay, Harlow. We’ll work through this just like we do every year.”

      Every year, I think. Every damn year.

      Rather than press me further, my mother returns her hand to the steering wheel, and says, “Let’s go home.”

      “Yeah,” I say. “Let’s go home.”

      
        * * *

      

      My mother parks her dark red sedan in front of our house, which just so happens to be the only Victorian that still stands in this part of town. Thankful that I am no longer in a moving vehicle, I nudge the passenger-side door open and stalk toward the doorway, all the while trying desperately not to look toward the woods that can be seen beyond our home.

      The same woods where me, Sara, and Cara went missing thirteen years before.

      Even from a distance I can hear the cicadas in the trees, vibrating like the thrumming heartbeat of a wild thing. The sound would normally be comforting, and would remind me of quieter, kinder times in my life. Yet, no matter how hard I try to ignore it, I can’t help but feel a memory pulling at me.

      Deep breaths, I tell myself as we approach the front door.

      The moment my mother unlocks the doorknob and deadbolt, I slip inside with the grace of an elephant, and spin to face her as she pushes the door shut behind us.

      “Your father said he’d be home late,” my mother says as she secures the bottom lock, “which means it’ll just be the two of us until bedtime. I figured we could order pizza.”

      “They don’t deliver out here,” I reply.

      “This is from a new place,” my mother says in a cautious, yet gentle voice. “I figured we could try something different. That way, you don’t have to be alone.”

      “I’d be okay,” I say, even though I know I probably wouldn’t. “Really, Mom. It’s no big deal.”

      “I know you’d be okay, honey. I just… I don’t want to leave you here alone. Not after what happened today.”

      I try to steel my resolve—to show my mother that I am not scared, to fake that I am not afraid. Unfortunately, I know that she can see right through me.

      Rather than speak my thoughts, I slip my shoes off, then turn to face the hallway and say, “I’m gonna go to my room, if that’s okay.”

      “That’s fine, Harlow.”

      And so I march, stalwartly but with fear in my veins, down the hall, toward my bedroom. Mind racing, heartbeat quickening, I twist the doorknob upon approach and enter my room, only to shut the door a bit too loudly behind me.

      She’ll think you’re a nut if you keep acting like this, a part of me says.

      But doesn’t my mother already think I’m a nut? That I, a girl of nearly seventeen, can’t go a few weeks, or months, or even a year, without having to live through the waves of trauma that I don’t even remember? That I cannot function without seeing a therapist consistently every year since the event, or taking medication to help me cope with it each and every day?

      At the thought, I grab the bottle of pills that rests on my nightstand, then reach for the water bottle that rests beside it. I twist the cap, remove a pill, and swallow it with enough force to make myself gag.

      The moment the water hits my stomach is the moment I realize that I will soon feel relief.

      A little nap won’t hurt, I think. Just until the pill kicks in.

      I collapse onto my unmade bed, bury myself in the covers, and curl into as tight a ball as I can manage.

      Then, I wait.

      
        * * *

      

      I must doze off at some point, because when I finally jerk awake, I discover that it’s much later in the evening. With the light outside my drawn curtains almost nonexistent, I twist my head about to survey my bedside clock, only to find that it’s already seven-thirty at night.

      Mom’ll have ordered the pizza, I think, but now it’s dark, and that means…

      No. I can’t think about that. Shouldn’t think about that. Cannot think about that, because otherwise⁠—

      I draw my legs against my chest. Tighten myself into a ball. Inhale, then exhale.

      Don’t panic, I tell myself. It’s just a little bit longer, Harlow, and then you won’t have to worry about⁠—

      Anything, I want to finish.

      But before I can, I hear the one thing I’ve been dreading this entire day.

      I hear someone calling my name.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER TWO


          

        

      

    

    
      Ignoring the voice isn’t an option. It isn’t a matter of just closing my eyes, playing loud music, or entertaining myself with stupid games on my phone. I’ve tried almost everything in the past—from blaring my favorite tunes in my earbuds, to pushing earplugs as far as I can into my ear canals, to even changing to the spare room at the other side of the hall at one point—but the truth is that, no matter what I do, I will hear the voice as if it is right outside my window.

      The forest is a mere stone’s throw from my family home—is practically right outside my window, if one were to be honest. One can hear anything, and everything, that happens at the edge of it.

      Including the girl trying to lure me back into the woods.

      For years, I have had recurring dreams of seeing her at the far edge of the forest, a phantom beckoning in the light of day, or even the quiet night. Normally, they only occur around the anniversary of our disappearance. This year, however, they have been coming in force, and threatening to swallow me whole.

      As I lie here, in the bed I have slept in since my childhood, since those fateful days during which Sarah and Cara and I disappeared into the woods, I try my hardest to block out the sound of the little girl calling, but find that I cannot.

      Harlow! I hear her call. Harlow! Harlow! Come with me!

      “No,” I whisper in a small, quiet voice. “I won’t come with you. You can’t make me.”

      Come with me, Harlow! Come with me!

      This time, I experience a sensation I haven’t had since childhood—a sensation that causes me to fall silent and lift my eyes to the window.

      I experience a compulsion to go into the woods.

      For whatever reason, I cannot fight the urge to throw my legs over the side of the mattress. To rise from bed. To push my way toward the window, and draw back the curtain.

      When my eyes finally adjust to the light streaming down from the overhead moon, I see the one person I have dreamed of seeing for the past thirteen years.

      I see the little girl standing at the edge of the woods.

      Like me, she is fairly pale, has short brown hair, and is dressed in clothes I would have worn when I was her age: a simple pair of corduroy pants, and a long-sleeved shirt more befitting of a winter evening than a late autumn night. Unlike me, she is standing in the woods—a place I have feared since those events of my childhood—and lifting a hand toward me.

      The little girl—who, my mother says, I used to affectionately call Marnie—lifts her hand and beckons for me.

      And just like that, I am reaching for the latch that holds my window in place.

      No, I think. No! Stop that! Don’t!

      Yet, I don’t, even though I am screaming inside, yelling at myself to stop. Unable to control my own functions, I watch, in abject horror, as I extend a trembling hand toward the latch on the window, as my fingers snare its edge, then begin to pull it toward me.

      I think, No, Harlow! Stop it!

      I have just snapped the latch out of place when I hear a car pull into the drive.

      And just like that, it is over.

      My hand falls to my side. I draw in a gulp of air. Tremble, then try not to cry.

      I have just heard the front door open when I see the little girl named Marnie fade into the woods.

      It takes all I can do to keep it together.

      
        * * *

      

      Somehow, I am able to recover quickly enough that my mother does not suspect anything when I exit my room. Still reeling from the experience, with my heart pounding and my pulse racing, I approach my mother cautiously, with the tenacity a child would have when they are unsure of the circumstances surrounding them.

      My mother says, “Hi, honey.”

      “Hi, Mom.”

      “We have pizza.”

      The smell of hot bread and pepperoni enters my nose, causing my nostrils to flare, my mouth to water. However, as much as I want to believe that I want to eat, a part of me knows that I really don’t, especially not after what happened in my bedroom.

      “Grab a plate,” my mother says, “and I’ll serve you a slice.”

      I obey without question—moving, ever so slowly, of my own emotional accord. A part of me still feels the disconnect I’d experienced in the room, however. As a result, my actions are almost automatic.

      By the time I approach the table, my mother has already lifted the box and withdrawn a piece for me.

      “Just one,” I say.

      “Only one?” she asks.

      I offer a slow, hesitant nod.

      “You need to eat, Harlow,” she says.

      “I know, Mom. I will.”

      “You’re getting too thin.”

      I don’t bother to respond. We all know my appetite dips during the fall, when the anniversary draws near. Mostly, it’s because I’m constantly on edge, and feel like throwing up at every turn. This year, it’s been far worse.

      After forcing a smile, I lift a piece of the pizza and take a bite out of it. Its warmth is almost enough to make me forget about what happened in my bedroom.

      Almost, I think.

      My phone vibrates in my pocket, causing me to pause in the middle of chewing.

      “Can I answer it?” I ask.

      “Do it before your father gets home,” my mother says. “You know how he feels about phones at the dinner table.”

      I take another bite of pizza before pulling my phone from my pocket.

      A text message from Sarah Matthews, one of my two best friends, appears the moment the screen lights up. It simply asks, Are you okay?

      I’m fine, I reply. Have you heard from Cara?

      I’ve heard from her, Sarah texts back. She doesn’t seem like herself, though.  I’m worried.

      Don’t be, I reply. It’s just Cara being Cara. She’s probably just nervous about our last year. That’s all.

      Of the three of us girls who went missing in the woods, Cara is the most resilient. Year after year, she has refused therapy, has dismissed it without consideration, all because she says she doesn’t remember anything that happened.

      None of us remember, she once told me, so how bad could it have been?

      Bad enough for Cara to become defensive at every mention. For Sarah to have spells of forgetfulness. For me to have panic attacks month after month, year after year.

      Try as I might to ignore the feelings of doubt, dread, and even anger toward my two best friends, I find that I can’t blame them. We all deal with things in our own ways. Sarah just forgets, while Cara pretends like it never happened.

      With a sigh, I am just about to type a reply when my mother says, “Your father’s here.”

      Gotta go, I type. See you at school on Monday.

      Sarah doesn’t reply. She simply leaves the message on read.

      
        * * *

      

      My father knows better than to ask me how therapy went. As a result, he walks through the front door, grunting as he lugs the briefcase that holds his work laptop in with him.

      “Hi, girls,” my father says.

      “Hi, Gerald,” my mother replies.

      He kisses my mother on the cheek before turning his head to face me. Judging by the look on his face, he’s unsure how to face me, or even what to say. As a result, he simply says, “Hi, Harlow.”

      “Hi, Daddy,” I reply.

      He steps forward. Presses a hand to my shoulder. Squeezes it as he considers the pizza boxes spread out before us. He then says, “I got you something.”

      “What?” I ask.

      My father smiles as he looks down at me. “You didn’t forget your birthday’s coming up, did you?”

      “Well, no,” I say. “It’s just… well…”

      He doesn’t reply. Instead, he reaches into his jacket, withdraws a small, wrapped box, then extends it toward me and says, “Happy early birthday, Harlow.”

      “I thought we agreed to wait on presents?” my mother asks, a hint of a smile on her face.

      “One present won’t hurt,” my father replies. “Go ahead, Harlow. Open it.”

      I carefully peel the simple red wrapping paper back to reveal a black box underneath. A moment later, I open the box, and almost immediately draw in a breath.

      “It’s—” I start to say. “It’s⁠—”

      “A bracelet,” my father replies.

      It is beyond beautiful. Shiny. With many intricate charms, some of which include a book, a pen, a functioning clock that is ticking even as I hold it in my grasp. The single, blue stone at the center of the bracelet resembles a sapphire, catching the light and reflecting it across my face. It instantly instills within me a sense of awe, and an even greater feeling of gratitude.

      “It’s a little old-fashioned,” my father says as I continue to marvel at the piece, “but I thought you might like it.”

      “Daddy,” I say after a moment’s consideration, as my eyes fall on the glittering stone once more. “Is this⁠—”

      “A real stone? Yes, it is, honey.”

      “Aren’t those worth⁠—”

      “It doesn’t matter how much it’s worth,” my father replies. “All that matters is if you like it.”

      “I love it,” I say, before standing and stepping into his arms. “Thank you so much.”

      “You’re more than welcome, princess. Your mom helped me pick it out.”

      “You’re both so good to me,” I say, before turning to wrap my arms around my mother. “I don’t know what I’d do without parents like you. Thank you for all that you do.”

      “Don’t thank us, Harlow,” my mother replies. “When you look at the bracelet, just… take a moment to remember how far you’ve come. Okay?”

      “Okay,” I say.

      My father clasps his hands together and says, “I don’t know about you two, but I’m starving. Let’s eat.”

      “Yes,” my mother says. “Let’s.”

      
        * * *

      

      I lie in bed that night with the knowledge that the anniversary will soon be upon us. Caught in the unfortunate time before sleep, I listen to the sound of the old-fashioned table clock ticking from its place beside my bed, and find myself counting each second as it passes.

      One, two, three…

      One, two, three…

      One, two, three…

      In a way, it is almost like counting sheep. It not only keeps my mind preoccupied, but keeps my thoughts from wandering to places I’d rather they not be.

      The doubtful present I am caught within⁠—

      The unsure future I cannot imagine⁠—

      The mysterious past that will never be fathomed⁠—

      A part of me wants to open my eyes—to roll off my stomach and lift my head and gaze at the window out which I can look toward the woodlands beyond our home—but know that doing so would only serve to cause me harm. As a result, I keep my eyes closed, my breathing even, and listen to the timepiece as it continues to count the seconds down, all with the knowledge that the anniversary of our disappearance will come in only two days.

      Two days, I think, to consider the past.

      Two days, I think, to contemplate its meaning.

      Two days, I think, to face the inevitable.

      As haunting as our past happens to be, I cannot imagine what I will do once the night of the anniversary rolls around.

      Especially if Marnie is going to keep trying to call me into the woods.

      Don’t think about that, I tell myself. You have school in two days. You need to rest.

      With that thought in mind, I close my eyes, and try to drown out the world around me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER THREE


          

        

      

    

    
      They say that Sundays are meant for peace. Reflection. Sometimes, even gratitude. This is because Sundays are the days that precipitate the beginning of something new.

      A new week. A new outlook. A new beginning.

      The only problem is that, on a day like this—a day before my senior year is meant to start, and the trauma of high school along with it—I find myself feeling like a balloon threatening to burst.

      I try to keep myself occupied. I truly do. I go over lists for school. Check my schedule on my smartphone. Try, with every fiber of my being, to maintain some semblance of control. Yet no matter what I do, I find that nothing can appease my anxious mind.

      As a result, I do the one thing that would drive my mother crazy, were she here to see me:

      I begin to walk the halls.

      It is a habit I have had since childhood—specifically: a habit I have had since our emergence from the woods. Before our three-day disappearance, I used to sit in my room and play with my dolls, or look out the windows, watching the birds and the squirrels. After we went missing, I took to wandering the halls, oftentimes with my shoes on. My mother used to say the click click clacking of my heels would drive her insane, which is why she eventually forbade any of us from wearing shoes inside the house. Still, the habit would not break; and no matter what she tried to do to control it, nothing could stop me from wandering the halls.

      It is always worse before the anniversary. Before the cursed idea of our disappearance rears its ugly head once more.

      Tracing the hall from one end to the other. Walking the distance between one door to the next. Pausing only to look at family photos. To fantasize about how my life could have been, had we not gone missing in the woods.

      Every year, I tell myself it will be different. That I will be stronger. Braver.

      But you’re not, I tell myself. You’re not stronger. You’re not braver.

      If I were to be completely honest, I am more afraid than ever.

      The knowledge that I am here in the house alone frightens me. The idea of being without either of my parents enough to make me feel fragile. I instinctively reach up to cross my arms, and tighten my fingers around my biceps when my teeth begin to chatter, a soft, but persistent staccato of not just my thoughts, but growing panic.

      I have just begun to walk anew when I realize that my mother’s office door is open the slightest crack.

      She doesn’t like you to go in there, a part of me says. You know she doesn’t.

      I know that. I know that for a fact. And yet, standing here, in this hallway, looking on at the doorway that has been painted black in a house filled with white paint, I find myself drawn to the room within.

      She won’t mind if you’re in there only for a moment.

      Realistically, my mother could return from her errands at any moment—could show up, catch me in her office, look upon me with disappointment, say, I told you not to go in there. She’d claim that my presence in her office wasn’t necessary because there wasn’t any reason for me to be in there.

      “But she isn’t here,” I tell myself. “She isn’t here to catch you.”

      Still, the idea of stepping into her personal domain, her sanctuary, is enough to give me pause.

      I’ve never been one to break my mother’s trust. To intrude upon her privacy. To enter the place she calls her own without permission. Yet, the more I think about it, the more I contemplate what she might be hiding in there, the more I am determined to face my present head-on.

      Which is why I step forward, and push the door open.

      Stepping into this space ushers in an eerie feeling of calm. Seemingly quieter than the rest of the house, with black and white photos of plants adorning the wall to my right, my mother’s studio space offers me the opportunity to quietly reflect on the feelings coursing through my body, over the feelings rushing through my mind. I press my hand to the solid oak desk that runs from one wall to another. Trace the imperfections along its surface.

      For a moment, I feel peace.

      Then, a moment later, I see it—or, more appropriately, them.

      They are scattered across the desk in nonsensical patterns, each bearing a bold title, a stark subheading, many words, all holding the same story of a shared family nightmare.

      The first, and most prominent, newspaper clipping is from the day after we were reported missing.

      
        
        THREE GIRLS MISSING FROM EAST TEXAS TOWN

        The Glendale Gazette — August 3rd, 2011

      

      

      
        
        A terrifying ordeal has struck the family of three girls who have been reported missing from the town of Glendale, Texas. The Glendale Police Department is working rapidly to uncover the whereabouts of the three girls, and has requested the assistance of the public in locating the missing children.

        The girls in question—whose names are Harlow Meadows, Sarah Matthews, and Cara Alexander—are each four years old, and were last reported as being seen playing in the Meadows family backyard. With a cold snap incoming, their parents are requesting the citizens of Glendale to join in a search party to locate the girls, who they believe are missing in the woods near the edge of Glendale.

        “We have no reason to suspect foul play,” the parents of Harlow Meadows have stated. “We think they are simply lost in the woods.”

      

      

      I shiver as my eyes wander the surface of the old clipping—the first that was printed on the morning after we supposedly went missing—and reach up to brush my hands along my arms. Each of our kindergarten pictures is posted beneath the article—me with short hair, Sarah in pigtails, Cara with her bangs pushed back behind her ears

      The second clipping from the Glendale Gazette comes from the day after.

      
        
        THREE GIRLS MISSING: PARENTS ASK FOR HELP

        The Glendale Gazette — August 4th, 2011

      

      

      
        
        It has been two days since Harlow Meadows, Sarah Matthews, and Cara Alexander went missing in the woods outside of Glendale, Texas. Search parties have been working desperately to uncover the whereabouts of the girls, but so far, no traces of them have been found.

        “How could three girls have just vanished in midair?” Patty Harkins, a resident of Glendale, was quoted as asking. “It doesn’t make any sense.”

        Though Glendale Police do not suspect foul play, they are looking at local registries to determine if previous offenders could have been involved in the girls’ disappearance.

      

      

      The third clipping—which comes on the third day of our disappearance—ushers in the news that no parent could ever dream of experiencing.

      
        
        GLENDALE GIRLS MISSING FOR THREE DAYS FEARED DEAD AFTER FRIGID COLD SNAP

        The Glendale Gazette — August 5th, 2011

      

      

      
        
        Three days have passed since three little girls were reported missing from Glendale. With temperatures dropping below freezing the previous night, police fear the worst.

        “Our primary goal has been to locate the girls alive,” Police Chief Robert Conway was reported as saying. “With the sudden cold snap hitting this part of Texas, and the girls exposed to the elements, we fear they may have succumbed to the cold.”

      

      

      I try to piece together a semblance of a narrative as I read over the news clippings, but find that, even with these blatant pieces of documentation before me, nothing comes to mind.

      It’s just like before, I tell myself. There’s nothing here.

      “Nothing,” I whisper.

      My hand reaches out to a final news clipping that is plastered on the desk, which reveals our ultimate fate.

      
        
        A MIRACLE IN GLENDALE: MISSING GIRLS FOUND AT THE EDGE OF GLENDALE WOODLANDS

        The Glendale Gazette — August 6th, 2011

      

      

      
        
        In a stunning announcement from the Glendale Police Department, the three missing girls that the public has spent days attempting to locate have been found. Though no definitive details have been given to the press, Police Chief Robert Conway has simply stated: “The girls have been located and are alive.”

      

      

      Those are the last of the reports from the Glendale Gazette. However, there are other, smaller cutouts plastered about the desk, ranging from blog headlines, to clippings from other news outlets, to a piece from an exposé written by a major Texas reporter and published in the Statesman. The title—which simply reads What Happened to the Vanishing Girls of Glendale, Texas?—is a long piece that offers many questions but no definitive answers, but places distinct blame on our parents for our disappearance.

      How could three four-year-old girls go missing in their own backyards without their parents noticing? the writer, a woman by the name of Rebecka Rothbard, had questioned when the piece was published in that later part of August. Was it simply an accident? A back turned, three children rushing away? Or was there something more sinister afoot?

      Given our ages, and our lack of memories, it has always been implied that we were kidnapped—that somehow, someway, we all endured something that we could not remember.   The media, and the psychologist they had spoken with, had described our collective forgetfulness as disassociative amnesia.

      Thirteen years, I think, and we have no answers at all.

      Were we kidnapped by a child predator? Or did we simply get lost? If the former: who was the culprit? And if the latter: how did we survive three nights in the freezing woods?

      Either idea is enough to unsettle me. The mere fact that I can’t remember? That chills me to the bone.

      Try as I might to piece together what happened those fateful nights, I find that I cannot remember a thing.

      Maybe you’re not supposed to remember, I tell myself. Maybe you’re supposed to have forgotten for a reason.

      With a sigh, I take a few steps back, all the while refusing to face the creeping woodlands that can be seen from my mother’s office window.

      Thirteen years later, I am still haunted by what might have happened to us.

      
        * * *

      

      My journal is my solace on days like this, when I feel my heart aching, my mind racing. The pen bleeds beneath my hand, tracing my thoughts across the page. The simple flourish of my wrist, and the creation of letters as a result, is enough to bring me calm. Regardless, it does not answer the questions I have so desperately asked these past thirteen years.

      Above all, I have questioned: why?

      Why Sarah? Why Cara?

      Why me? I think.

      The sound of my mother’s car rolling into the drive prompts me to close the journal. To slide it into my nightstand. To toss the pen in alongside it. I inhale a deep gulp of air as I shut the drawer, and wait for my mother’s footsteps to reverberate down the hall after the door opens.

      “Harlow?” my mother calls. “Where are you?”

      “I’m in my room!” I call back.

      “Can you come help me with the groceries?”

      I pull in a long, deep breath, and allow it to fester within my chest for a moment. Then I exhale, wait a moment for it to return, and make my way out of my room.

      My mother has already brought in several paper bags. I pass her on my way down the hall, and pause only for a moment to make sure that I’ve left her office door cracked before making my way into the cool afternoon.

      Halfway to the car, I am compelled to stop, though by what I cannot be certain. However, my gaze is instantly pulled to the woods that rise behind our family home.

      The same woods we went missing in thirteen years ago.

      I swallow the lump that has developed in my throat. Turn my head to face the car. Reach into the back seat, and pull two large bags out in the process.

      That is when I hear it: the voice, calling in the distance.

      I jerk my head out of the car. Smack the back of my skull in the process. I see stars for a moment, but then I hear it: someone calling my name.

      “Harlow! Harlow!”

      “Harlow!” a second, closer voice says.

      I have just turned to face the home when I see my mother, wide-eyed, mouth agape. She asks, “Are you all right?”

      “I’m fine,” I reply. “Why?”

      “You look like you saw a ghost.”

      “I… I hit my head,” I say.

      She leans forward to press a hand to the back of my head. Frowns. She says, “You need to be careful.”

      And I reply, “I know. I’m sorry. I just… I thought I heard you calling.”

      “It wasn’t me,” my mother says, almost absently at that. Her eyes trace my features—from my trembling lip to my erratic gaze—before turning her head to face the woods. It is at this point that she says, “I’m sorry.”

      “For what?”

      “For all you went through. For all you’re going through.”

      “It’s not your fault, Mom.”

      “Sometimes I feel like it is,” she says. “Sometimes I wonder if I could’ve done something differently. If I could’ve just been there to watch the three of you more closely.”

      “You turned your head for a minute,” I reply.

      “And that’s all it took to create a lifetime of trauma.”

      I blink, stunned.

      My mother sighs. Shakes her head. She says, “Go inside, Harlow. I’ll finish bringing in the groceries.”

      “Are you sure that’s⁠—”

      But she doesn’t say anything. Rather, she simply gestures toward the house, and says, “Go” before leaning into the back seat once more.

      All I can think about, as I make my way toward the house, is the voice I heard calling me from the woods.
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