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For the real Abby, wherever you may be






One not need be a Chamber—to be Haunted—

—EMILY DICKINSON








prologue SPRING


One of the girls found out about the house first. It was always this way; one heard the story and told the others, and so the secret was passed down, girl to girl, generation to generation. She heard her mother talking about it, about something that had happened there before the girl was born, something bad. This secret place still existed, hidden in the woods, waiting to be found again.

And so, one spring afternoon, the girl led her friends around the curve in the road where the field stopped and the woods began. Partway along, she slowed down, searching for the spot where the fence was only hooked over the nails. Easy to pull back; easy to hide. They hid their bikes just inside the woods and followed the old road. Insistent undergrowth pulled at their legs like barbed seaweed, but they kept moving deeper. “Why would you build a house in here?” “Are you sure this is where she said it’d be?” “Maybe it’s gone now.” None of them were willing to say that they wanted to turn around, that as soon as they’d crossed into these trees, they knew this wasn’t a place for them. And then they tumbled into the clearing. And there, alone and asleep, was the Octagon House.

They went inside. Of course they went inside.

Their feet crunched over decades’ worth of broken beer bottles, leaves, animal droppings, and scattered remains of garbage, all of it turned a uniform shade of dust. The girls shivered and wanted to hug themselves but didn’t. They walked carefully around the two large rooms on the first floor. They glanced up the decayed stairs to the second floor. They looked at the strange door, too large for a regular door and made of metal instead of wood. “It must lead to the basement,” they said. They wiggled the latch, but it was broken, the door firmly shut. The girls were quietly grateful for that. They wandered back into the old kitchen where they had started, kicking at the garbage, wondering what to do next.

But the one who had brought them returned to that metal door. It was once dark green, but rust had spread over most of its surface, slowly gnawing its way through. Nothing stays hidden forever, she thought. And then she remembered how her mother had sounded when she’d talked about this house, that old fear coming awake again. She heard the others and turned to follow them. Just as she did, there was a click, and the door began to slide open. The air that escaped was cold and wet and smelled of earth and rot. Go, she thought, they’re leaving. But her legs wouldn’t move. The door opened farther, and now she could see the top of old wooden stairs.

She wanted to look.

She didn’t want to look.

She dared herself to look.

Only darkness, but there, on the lowest stair: something. She leaned into the doorway and looked down. She took out her phone and shone the light into the darkness, but that only made shadows, so she turned it off again. And in that millisecond, the instant between the light and the dark—

Help me.

The voice was inside her head, but it wasn’t hers.

Her friends called out to her: “Are you coming?” They were already at the door, stepping out of the grip of the house like it was nothing. She was alone.

Help me leave this place.

She pulled herself away and ran to them.



The girls bolted across the clearing, giddy with adrenaline and release. And as they disappeared into the woods, the door shut. But it would open again. The house was awake now.

She would come back. They always came back.






1 FALL


I’m back.

I’m sitting in my car in the almost empty parking lot of the Sisters of Mercy Hospital. The sun has long since dipped behind the low peaks of the Adirondacks, and the last traces of light are leaving the sky in the west behind me. The car engine cools down, ticking, metal settling into its resting state.

I’ve been inside this hospital twice before: the first time when I was eight, to say goodbye to my mother; and the last time when I was fourteen and my best friend, Abby, was rushed here, catatonic with fright. And now she’s here again, and so I am too.

I don’t want to get out of the car yet. Getting out means I’m here. I need to stay in the bubble that carried me here for a little while longer, the same bubble I stepped into twelve hours ago when I put the padlock on the storage locker holding the contents of my life—what Josh left me—and drove east. Just before I slammed the locker door shut, I looked at the pile of boxes and mismatched furniture. I didn’t recognize any of it. Is this all there is of me? Barely enough to fit in a ten-by-sixteen box on the outer edges of Chicagoland. When I stopped for gas in Indiana, I crumpled the scrap of paper with my lock combination and threw it away.

Clare, I’m writing from Abby’s account. I hope you still check this address…

Three nights ago, Mrs. Lindsay’s email woke me up.

Abby went back to that abandoned house in Sumner’s Mills.

In the early days of my relationship with Josh, I used to turn my phone off at night, not just silent but completely off. But now those late-night messages, even though they’re almost always spam, they let me know I’m still here.

Overdose… Attempted suicide… Brain injury… Coma.

Once I open the car door, the night will rush in and push out the last of my old life, my Chicago life, my life as someone who left Upstate New York far behind. I don’t want to be there anymore, I’m sure of that, but I don’t want to be here either. I’m not staying. There’s no reason for me to stay. I’m just here to help an old friend, and then I’ll go somewhere, anywhere, else. This is what I’ve been telling myself ever since I decided to return to Sumner’s Mills—the backdrop to my girlhood, the town that holds the Octagon House.

In the summer of 1998, right before we were starting high school, I went into an abandoned house with my three best friends, Monica, Lori, and Abby. The house was in the shape of an octagon and had been abandoned in the sixties after a man killed his family there. It was a few miles outside of Sumner’s Mills, the village where we grew up, and it was hidden from the road by trees, so unless you knew how to find it, you wouldn’t. Despite that, there have always been a few kids in each successive generation who’ve learned about it and dared each other to go in. Absence and neglect have a gravitational force of their own. If we had gone just once, everything would have been fine, but later that night Abby and I went back, and she went into the basement alone. Again. She never entirely came out.

Now she’s done it again.

The doctors put her in a medically induced coma to bring down swelling caused by a lesion in her brain. She was barely conscious when they got her out but she said your name.

I didn’t reply to Abby’s mother. I didn’t make any promises about showing up, but I came, I came right away, because I know why Abby said my name.

I inhale the stale air of my car one last time, put my hand on the door, and swing it open. The cool evening air snaps me out of my stupor. All I have to do is walk across the street, go into her room, then leave again. I can do this.

The glass of the hospital doors glows orange with the reflection of the fading daylight behind me. Parts of the sky have turned that deep blue of early fall nights, when darkness returns minute by minute each day. I’m twenty feet away when the orange glass slides apart and a little girl runs out. She’s probably six, blond hair tangled around her face. A green scarf trails out of one arm of the coat that is open and flapping behind her—a bird wild with the joy of sudden release. She’s coming straight for me, and then her mother comes out, three steps behind her. The girl stops at the edge of the sidewalk. Her mother stands beside her, glances both ways, then, without even needing to look, takes her daughter’s hand.

It’s nothing. It’s everything.

I stop.

Muscles, breath, and heart all hold.

Hold, hold.

And then the pain rises from my gut into my lungs and my throat like water. But this is ghost pain, only a memory of pain, I tell myself. It’s been five months. How long is this going to hurt?

When I can move again, the child and mother are long gone. I turn around and walk to my car. I can’t go in there to see Abby now.

Abby needs you, Clare. Come back and wake her up.

What happened to her is my fault. What happened to me is her fault. Logically, that may not be true, but logic has nothing to do with any of this. Abigail Lindsay and I are tied together, and I don’t know if my coming here ties that knot tighter or is a way to finally disentangle ourselves for good.
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I turn the car on and get on Route 5. I could take the interstate and be in the village of Sumner’s Mills in two exits, but I’m in no hurry. Route 5 takes me along the river. The winding road, the close trees, the rocks towering overhead—as much as I don’t want to be here, my body settles into the familiar geography of my childhood. I never was able to get comfortable under the open skies of the Midwest.

Coming into my hometown this way, I pass the shuttered remains of Sumner’s Metals and Lubricants. It was founded during a boom in the early 1900s and held on, through all the lawsuits and accusations, until the mid-eighties. When it was finally shut down, it almost took the whole town with it. The appliance store and the ladies’ clothing store on State Street were the first to go, then the bakery and the hardware store a few years after that. When I was a child, I thought boarded-up storefronts were the norm. The old brick factory buildings are slowly caving in, and when they go, they’ll fall into the river they tower above. When The New York Times writes about the bucolic charm of the small upstate towns with their craft breweries and farmers’ markets, Sumner’s Mills is not the place they’re talking about. Its one claim to fame was being the setting of a low-budget horror film shot in the early 2000s, now a cult classic, a fact Josh delighted in, being a lover of all things B-movie. But when he asked my father about what it had been like to have Hollywood come to Sumner’s Mills, he was disappointed to learn that the entire cast and crew had spent as little time as possible in the actual village, preferring the less authentic but more comfortable tourist towns farther south. Despite all this, sometimes a developer comes up from the city, and there’s talk of turning the factory buildings into condos, artist studios, or a luxury resort, but they never get far. All it takes is a little investigation into the area’s history, the cancer rates, the birth defects, the lawsuits from environmental groups, and they leave. Sumner’s Mills doesn’t like outsiders and never has. If you dare to come here and stay, it will cost you.

I drive through the village and out the other side, winding along the road for another mile, until I come to my childhood home. Dad moved away last spring. He’d talked about it for so long, but it still came as a shock last Christmas when he told me he was moving to South Carolina. That was the last time I saw him, standing in the driveway while Josh attempted to repack the car for the third time, being one of those firm believers in the ability of hatchbacks to carry anything if you just got the engineering right. Every time we visited, Dad insisted I take some memento of my childhood or box of dishes or kitchen gadgets; when he told me he was moving, I finally knew why. He was slowly disconnecting me from this place. It shouldn’t have been a surprise, but my first response was anger. Of course, I knew I was being childish. I don’t want to live here, and it wasn’t fair to expect he would, but I couldn’t say that.

“She’s not here, Button,” was all he said. I hadn’t mentioned my mother. I hadn’t said anything at all, but he knew. “You and Josh have your own home now,” he said, nodding to Josh and our overflowing car. “But I won’t put it on the market until you’re ready.” And true to his word, here it is, empty and waiting.

I lean over to dig through the glove box. The key is where I left it all those months ago when Josh and I drove back to Chicago, having no idea what was about to happen. Dad had stayed in the driveway watching us go until we rounded the turn, and then I imagined him in the empty house, putting the kettle on. My father is in a perpetual state of making tea, shuffling around in a slumpy cardigan. Quiet and constant. I can’t picture him any other way. I can hear Josh telling me, “Childhood trauma can lead to an unrealistic desire to hold on. You can’t blame yourself.” I shrug off his voice. Josh is gone. That too is my fault. Maybe I’m not so good at holding on after all. Maybe I’m better at letting people slip away.

I move through the rooms by rote, turning on every light until I’m out the back door and looking at the yard, the house a beacon behind me. My parents bought this place when they were first married and “house poor,” as Dad used to say. It had been a wreck inside, so they got it cheap, and slowly, room by room, they ripped out the wood paneling and pulled up the matted rugs and made it into a home. Mom planted flower gardens all around, but the real masterpiece was in the backyard, where she grew her lavender. She had plans to launch a line of organic cleaning products long before they were trendy, and for a few years she sold lumpy homemade soaps at local farmers’ markets. Dad’s vegetable gardens were beyond the lavender, his neat functional rows of quiet order and utility in contrast to my mother’s wild bushes of perfumed wonder. My earliest memories are in those gardens: the local public radio station chattering quietly in the background, the sky purple above me in the summer twilight, my mother on her hands and knees digging in the earth, and me, happy and filthy, beside her. Maybe it was all that time with her hands buried in the poisoned soil that made her so sick. I never said that to my dad, even in my angriest moments, because I knew how much it would hurt him. He was the one who fell in love with the rocks and the trees and the ruggedness of Upstate New York. He convinced my mother to move up here with the dream of living a simple life, of home-grown vegetables, flowers, and honey. She embraced that dream completely. He was the one who brought her here, but she was the one who got sick. I don’t think he’s ever forgiven himself for it either.

After my mother died, Dad let the lavender go, but it just kept blooming and spreading every year. If the breeze blew in the right direction, I’d smell lavender in my bedroom. I know I should hate that scent, but I don’t—I can’t. That smell is her. Every spring, Dad would talk about tearing the plants out and reseeding the lawn, but he never did. Just like I know he won’t sell. Not until I’m ready.

I’m not ready.

But I don’t want to be here either. This is just a stop on the way to… something else. I haven’t thought of my plans beyond now. Mrs. Lindsay’s email gave me direction: come here, do this. So, here I am. Tomorrow I can figure out the rest.

I’m stiff and tired from the drive, and the panic from the hospital has left behind a residue. There’s no internet or television to distract me, so I throw my bag on the sofa, dig through it for my gear, and head out for a run. It’s the best way—the only way—I know to clear my head. It’s dark now, but I don’t mind. In the past few months, I’ve taken to doing late-night runs, turning down streets I know I shouldn’t be on, music pounding loud enough to make me deaf to what’s around me. I run until I hurt, and only when my thighs are burning with lactic acid do I turn around and head for home.

Habit sends me back toward Sumner’s Mills. In the center of the village, at the T-junction where State Street meets Main, I turn right and then I’m heading north out of town. I pass our old school and the road forks and I veer right. Soon the rhythm of my feet on the dirt shoulder and the even in and out of my breath work their magic, because I’m not thinking about anything, I’m just breathing and moving forward, noting only enough of my surroundings to move into the ditch when a car speeds past. Then I stop short and realize two things: I’m no longer sure where I am, and up until the last wrong turn, I have been running toward the Octagon House—at least where I think it is.

Abby went back to that abandoned house in Sumner’s Mills. The last she’d been seen was at the store in the village, three days earlier. The police think she was in that house the whole time.

Three days in the Octagon House. What the hell were you doing, Abby? My heart beats in my throat. The air is cold and my breath steams around me as I stand on the side of the empty road. It’s paved, but I swear it used to just be gravel, and I’ve passed houses that I’m sure weren’t there when I was growing up. I don’t know where I am, but I know I’m close, within a couple miles of that house. I suddenly feel exposed. Seen.

I turn around and run toward the village. It’s dark except for a few scattered streetlights and the glow of the gas station, which also serves as a general store and ice cream counter in the summer. This is where Abby stopped.

There’s one woman behind the counter. A television plays silently above her, and she only gives me a glance when I step inside. I must look strange, my face splotched pink from my run, my hair a frizzy mess falling out of its ponytail. I duck into the bathroom and splash some water on my face.

What are you doing? My heavy breaths fog up the spotted mirror, erasing my face into a blur.

I spend a long time examining the store items while I get up my nerve to ask the woman about the house. About Abby and what happened recently. I lived here four more years after we went inside the Octagon House, and knowing it existed didn’t bother me then. Because you actively worked to forget it, the voice in my head says. And I did a good job. If it weren’t for Mrs. Lindsay’s email, I would think that we had dreamed the whole place up as kids.

I’ve been staring at the meager selection of cereal for a long time, and the woman is watching me now.

“You looking for something particular?” she asks. Her voice is scratchy and low, the sound of a lifelong smoker.

I grab a box and a few cans of soup and put them in my basket before walking toward her. There’s no one else in here, but I don’t want to ask this question across the small store.

“I was wondering if you know about an old house around here. It’s the shape of an octagon.”

She looks at me for a moment and I can’t read her face, then she starts taking the food out of my basket and ringing it in. “You new around here?”

“I grew up here. I don’t live here anymore.”

She nods slightly. “That’s lots of people.” The cash register beeps methodically. I’m about to repeat my question when she asks, “What do you want to know about that place for?”

“So, you do know about it?”

She shrugs. Indifference or reticence, I can’t tell which.

“Have you ever seen the house?”

She snorts. “No point in going near that old place.” She finishes shoving my food into a bag and drops into her chair—a faded lawn chair that doesn’t look like it will hold her for much longer—and picks up her book, pointedly ignoring me. Lined up on the shelf behind her is a row of troll dolls. Some are facing straight out, staring forward with their wide-open painted eyes, while others are randomly angled toward each other, as if in conversation. One in the middle has two heads.

She glances up and sees me looking at them. “They’re not for sale.”

I nod. Underneath them is a handwritten sign saying as much. “It’s just, my friend went to that house and—” And what? And something went wrong? What went wrong, went wrong years ago; at least that’s what I thought. The truth is, I don’t know. “And I heard she stopped in here first. She was asking directions. It would have been about a week or maybe ten days ago. I’m just trying to figure out what happened.”

I hear myself say it. Am I trying to figure out what happened? Don’t get involved. But instead of taking my groceries and leaving, I’m unable to move. It suddenly seems important—essential, even—to trace Abby’s last few steps. I know where they end, but I don’t know the path that got her there.

The woman looks up at me, and I can see her considering whether or not to indulge me. Then she says, “It wasn’t a big conversation.”

I’ve been holding my breath and exhale slowly. “But you do remember her? You were the one who talked to her?”

“I told her it fell down years ago.”

“You did? But—”

“Didn’t seem like the type who should be going into places like that. She got real upset when I told her that. Told me that I was wrong. I said, ‘If you’re so sure it’s still standing, what do you need directions for?’ ”

“What’d she say?”

She narrows her eyes but stands up again and leans over the counter toward me. “So, you’re what, friend of the family?”

“She was my best friend.”

Her expression makes it clear she’s not impressed.

“I mean, when we were kids. We grew up here, but it’s changed. Some of the roads are different from what I remember.”

“I told her roughly where it was at,” she says. “Just to get her to calm down.”

“Did she ask anything else? Or say anything?”

She looks down at her book and closes it with a sigh. “She bought gas, got a Coke, and asked for directions to that house. Like I said, it wasn’t a big conversation.”

I feel like I should be asking more, but I have no idea what. It’s a four-hour drive from Buffalo to Sumner’s Mills. Abby gets here and realizes, as I did, that she doesn’t know how to find the house anymore. She stops in and makes conversation with this woman; buys a Coke so she’ll talk. I keep seeing her mother’s message: Three days. The police think she was in that house the whole time.

“How about you tell me something, since she’s your friend?” the woman says. I can’t tell if she’s being friendly or challenging, but she looks like she’s enjoying herself now. “Why’d she put a full tank of gas in her car if she was only going to drive a couple miles and leave it on the side of the road?” My breath catches in my throat. “She didn’t strike me as the type to spend money if she didn’t have to.”

“What do you mean?”

“Because she didn’t have any. Paid in cash but didn’t have enough, so she had to put the food back. I told her to take the Coke. She looked like she needed it.”

I don’t know how much she knows about what happened. She must know something, though, since she was questioned by the police. “Did you tell the police about the gas?”

“They said it don’t mean anything. It was pretty clear what she’d gone there to do. I got a cousin who’s a state trooper. He’s one of the ones who found her. Told me she had an empty pill bottle in her hand.” The woman’s eyes narrow as she adds this detail, daring me to contradict her or letting me know her thoughts on people who choose to overdose, I’m not sure which.

“Did your cousin tell you where they found her? In the house, I mean?”

She looks like she’s deciding whether she’ll tell me, whether I’ve earned this bit of information. But the Octagon House and what happened there is mine—mine and Abby’s—and she doesn’t get to be a part of this. “Look,” I say, lowering my voice, “was she in the basement? Did he tell you that?”

Her nostrils flare. “How do you know that?”

An old man comes into the store and glances at me, registering the newcomer, then he nods in her direction. We both wait until he’s moved toward the far end of the store.

“It was just a guess,” I say, because I’m not going to tell her the real reason. I’ve known it ever since I learned Abby went back there. I can see her, the way she’d been when we found her the first time, curled up in a ball on the floor. There’s so much I can’t remember, but that picture is etched in my memory.

The woman sits down again and picks up her book, the conversation clearly over. I’m half out the door when she says, “It’s private property. In case you were thinking of going too.”

For a moment, it looks like she’s going to say something else, but then she shrugs and says, “Next time you go for a run, bring a light. Don’t want someone to take you for an animal.”

I glance down at my battered blue running jacket. I could point out the a reflective strip across the back, but I don’t think she’s telling me this out of any actual concern for my safety. She just wants to remind me that what I’m doing doesn’t fit here. I don’t fit here. “Thanks for the advice,” I say. The bell on the door jangles as I shut it behind me.

The walk back to my father’s house is pitch black, and the plastic bag of food bangs against my leg. I can’t stop thinking about the full tank of gas. A full tank of gas and an attempt to buy food. That doesn’t seem like what you’d do if you’re going to kill yourself. But if Abby didn’t go into that basement to swallow a bottle of pills, what was she planning to do?
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I’m lying on the couch, trying to muster the energy to make some of the soup I bought, when my phone buzzes with a Facebook message from Lori.

Heard you might be around. Let’s talk. And then her cell number.

My first response is to ignore the message. Lori and I connected a few years ago on Facebook but never communicated beyond the occasional birthday greeting. In my rare visits home to see my dad over the years, I never stayed long enough to get in touch. This is what I always told myself. Habit would have me put the phone on the coffee table and continue staring at the ceiling. It is almost ten, after all. Instead, I reply:

Just got to town. Long drive.

She sends me a picture of a baby crying, which I’m assuming is meant to be me, and tells me to come over for a drink, then texts me directions. Much to my surprise, I find myself looking forward to seeing her. My brain’s just running in circles, and although I’m tired, I’m not going to sleep anytime soon.

When we were in grade school, Lori, Monica, Abby, and I were a foursome, though in reality, it was two and two: Abby and I following Lori and Monica, the strings that held us together as fragile as spider thread. It hadn’t started that way. There’s a picture of Lori and me, knock-kneed and squinting up at the camera with big grins. Kindergarten graduation. We’re each holding a dripping ice cream cone in one hand and a homemade diploma, complete with a shiny gold star, in the other. We were the first person the other found when we left the comfort of our little world and ventured, alone, onto the yellow school bus. Lori was always taller and stronger, her hair in perpetual pigtails, her stubborn face focused toward whatever was in front of her. In my eyes, she was fearless.

A few grades later, Monica came to our school, and our easy twosome became a more delicate triad. Even at the age of eight, Monica understood the importance of her audience and always dressed, spoke, and acted with an awareness of how to maximize the effect. That was the year my mother died, and Lori and Monica swooped in to stand guard over me after I returned to school, sharing the best parts of their lunches and rebuffing the blunt curiosity of our classmates. Lori’s clumsy compassion was genuine, but Monica’s turned to resentment after the value of playing best friend to the saddest girl in the school wore off. And then the next September, Abby arrived and the dynamic changed again. She was younger and smaller than the rest of us because she’d skipped a grade. She and I snapped together like magnets.

Friendship for Abby and me was easy until it wasn’t. I can’t blame what happened at the Octagon House for causing the crack between us because it was already there when we went in. Whatever happened to Abby to set her on the course that has now landed her comatose in a hospital, it happened because all those years ago she went into that house without the shield of her best friend to protect her.



Despite seeing recent pictures of her online, when I think of Lori, I see the girl she was at fourteen, but as soon as she answers the door, that picture scrambles. She is a little wider and rounder, her hair in one of those functional short haircuts, and there are a few more lines on her face, but when she smiles, I can still see the girl I remember. She is probably doing the same with me. I try to see myself at fourteen: curves due more to residual pudginess than puberty, hair in a permanent ponytail, skin in some combination of sunburn and explosions of freckles. For our reunion, I’d pulled on an old pair of jeans and an oversize sweatshirt, and I suddenly wish I’d gone to a little more trouble to look like a grown-up.

“Come on in. Excuse the mess,” Lori says, kicking a squawking toy robot out from under her foot and walking toward the brightly lit kitchen in the back. “Don’t worry about your shoes,” she calls over her shoulder. “Between three kids and two dogs, you’re safer with them on.”

In the kitchen, she motions to an empty chair at the table and pushes aside a mess of math worksheets and a half-finished LEGO project. “You want a beer?”

“I’d better not,” I say. “Maybe tea?”

She wrinkles her nose. “Don’t have any tea. I can do instant coffee.”

“I’ll go with beer.”

“Wise choice.” She grins and pulls two bottles out of the fridge, depositing the one she was holding in the sink. “My husband, Matt, is a long-haul trucker. He drinks that instant shit by the gallon. He says the caffeine hits him faster than regular coffee. I can’t stand either of them.”

“He must be away a lot,” I say.

“The schedule he’s on now, he’s only here about five days a month.” She shrugs. “I kind of get used to it being just the kids and me. We have our routines. When he comes home, we’re always bumping into each other, you know? Takes a few days to get used to, then he’s gone again. He wants to start his own trucking company, sell the farm.”

“You’d sell this place?”

“You can’t make any money farming. We’ll need it if this business of his is going to happen. We’ll see. It’d be better for the kids to have him around.”

“But hasn’t your family lived here forever?”

“About a hundred years. It’s not forever.” She shrugs again. “I’d be happy not to have to deal with the fucking Octagon House, I can tell you that.”

I haven’t been sure how to bring it all up, so I’m relieved she said it first. “It’s over there, right?” I point in the direction that I believe is across the road, toward the majority of the farm property. Lori was the one who originally brought us to the Octagon House and told us about the murders that happened there years before. It was hidden in a patch of dense woods that ran along the back fields of her family farm.

“If you cut through the fields, it’s about a mile, but if you drive around on the roads, it’s closer to two,” she says. “Honestly, I forget about it most of the time.”

“The roads have changed,” I say. “I was trying to figure out how to get there from town.”

“Why?” Her eyes narrow. “You’re not planning to go there too, are you?”

I laugh, but she doesn’t join me.

“Did you come home because of Abby?”

I nod. On my way over, I didn’t know if I wanted to talk about Abby or distract myself with gossip about classmates whose names I wouldn’t remember and details I wouldn’t care about but could pretend I did. Even when I was a kid, I knew I wanted to leave Sumner’s Mills as soon as possible, but now, being in Lori’s kitchen—cluttered with the debris of children and dinner, the gallery of family photos covering all the walls—and sensing her security in knowing this is me, I wonder what it would have been like if I hadn’t run as fast as I could. And now I’ve done it again, leaving behind my life in Chicago, because even with ten years of memories woven into it, there wasn’t enough to hold me there.

Lori’s looking at me. “Strange to be back?”

“Different. My dad’s not here anymore, but our house is. I feel like a ghost haunting a place that isn’t mine anymore.”

“I’ve been in pretty regular contact with the Lindsays since it happened. That’s how I heard you might be coming. You got here quick.” Lori was never one for small talk.

I shrug. “It seemed important.”

“How did you find out?” she asks.

“Her mother. She asked me to come.”

“So, you just dropped everything…?”

“There wasn’t much to drop.”

“Oh.” She takes a swig of her beer.

I realize in the silence that I haven’t talked to anyone about what’s happened in the past few months. Josh and I had friends, but they were couple friends, and when we broke up, they went with him. No, that’s not quite true. I encouraged them to go to him. It’s a lot easier to punish yourself if you’re not talking to anyone, if you can just live in your own head for months. The thought of even starting to talk about it all now is too overwhelming. And pathetic. Instead I ask, “How’s Monica? Are you guys in touch?”

“We’re Facebook friends,” she says. “She lives in Brooklyn, or maybe it’s Queens. I can’t remember. Matt’s family is down there, so we’re in the city a couple times a year. Each time I think, Hey, I should look up Monica, but then, you know…”

“Yeah,” I say. Maybe this is being directed at me.

“It’s hard when you’re doing the family-visit thing,” she offers.

“Does she have kids?”

Lori thinks for a moment, then says, “Yeah, two. Girls, I think.” She shivers. “Imagine, two more Monicas out there.”

I can’t tell if she’s joking.

“You and Abby stayed close, right?”

“Not really,” I say. “I mean, there were a few messages over the years but nothing much. What about you?”

“First time I heard anything about her was when the police showed up at my door. She goes there to kill herself? I mean, what the fuck? There’s nowhere in Buffalo to OD? Sorry, I know that’s probably not the ‘correct’ thing to say but… seriously?”

“Maybe she didn’t want anyone to find her,” I say, but as soon as I do, I think of the emails.

Five one-line emails that always arrived in the middle of the night. Five emails from Abby that marked the beginning of me losing everything. But maybe that wasn’t the beginning; maybe the beginning was here, all those years ago when we were kids. My stomach squeezes into a cramp and I don’t know if it’s hunger or the other. Lori sees my hand go to my abdomen and looks like she wants to ask but doesn’t.

“Well, it feels personal,” Lori says. “She knew that house was basically on our property.”

“What did the police say?”

“They wanted to know if I knew her, if I’d had any contact with her. Which I hadn’t.”

“That was it?”

“They asked if anyone had been with her, or if I knew of anyone else who’d been out there.”

“Why would they ask that?”

“They didn’t want to say at first, but I’m in a hockey league with two of the officers’ wives, so I kind of, you know, leaned on them a little, in a friendly way. I mean, I’m living here essentially by myself with three kids, I have a right to know.”

“So, what’d they tell you?”

“You know she was found in the basement, right?”

I nod.

“Do you remember the basement door?” I close my eyes and try to picture it, but all I can see is darkness. I shake my head. She looks at me strangely. “How can you not remember that? After what happened…?”

“Sorry, it was a long time ago.” I remember flashes of our visit to the house, the first one with the four of us and then the second, at night, but only flashes. They don’t feel any more real than a memory of photographs, or maybe that’s wishful thinking. So much of my life here has been filed away, but the memories are waking up now. I feel them stirring.

“It’s metal, like the kind of heavy industrial door you’d see in a restaurant or something,” Lori says. “Like the kind that leads to a walk-in fridge. It’s a weird fucking door to put in your house, is my point. Anyway, on the basement side of the door, there’s no latch or anything.”

“Okay…”

“Well, think about it.”

“Oh. Shit. If you’re in the basement…”

“How are you going to close the door on yourself?” she finishes.

“And the door was closed when they found her?” But it wasn’t a question. The door had been closed. Abby in that darkness, again.

“It took three officers to get it open.”

A memory jumps to life in my head: Lori, Monica, and me, all desperately trying to get the basement door open, and I shiver involuntarily. “Yeah. It’s really heavy. I remember that now.”

“There’s some kind of suction effect, at least that’s what the police officer I spoke to thought.”

“At the gas station,” I say, “the woman who works there—”

“Looks like a pug dog crossed with a weasel?”

I laugh. “Yes, now that you mention it. The one with the trolls.”

“That’s Rhonda. Been there forever. Every year, I swear, she looks a little more like them.” Lori squishes up her face and pulls her ears out wide. “I don’t have the hair to pull off the look.”

A laugh that’s more of a bark comes out of me, and I clamp my hand over my mouth, thinking of the sleeping children overhead. “Anyway,” I say, wiping the beer that’s spilled out of my nose. “She said that Abby went in there asking for directions and that she filled up her car with gas.”

“Okay…” And then Lori realizes. “Oh. But why would she…?”

“Exactly. But when she told the police, they said it didn’t mean anything, it was obviously a suicide attempt.”

“It was,” she says quickly, like she’s trying to convince herself. The room’s gone still again.

“But the gas? And now the door?”

“You know, she tried to kill herself a bunch of times. I’ve talked to her parents a lot in the past week. She was really sick. I guess she had been for a long time. And she ate a bottle of pills. And…”

“And?”

“Well, nothing else makes sense, right? There’s no other logical reason. There probably is a way to pull that door closed from the inside, but then once you do—” Suddenly she holds up her hand to stop me from saying more. “Taylor?” she calls out, then says, “Kid radar,” quietly to me.

A girl comes into the kitchen doorway, one of those gangly tweens who’s all limbs and hair.

“Why are you out of bed?”

“Can’t sleep,” the girl says, looking at me.

“This is Clare,” Lori says to her, then turns to me. “This is Taylor, my eldest.”

“Hi, Taylor,” I say, hearing the immediate perkiness in my voice. That’s teacher Clare. It just kicks in automatically, even after all these months.

“You know the woman who tried to kill herself?” she asks me in response.

“We were friends when we were your age. Your mom too.”

“She’s not my real mom,” Taylor says, still talking pointedly to me.

“Yeah, well, I’m the one with your phone charger,” Lori says, getting up and ushering her out of the kitchen.

“Why’d she go in there?” Taylor asks me, ignoring Lori. “Is she all right?”

“She’s in the hospital, but I think she’ll be okay,” I say, hoping that’s enough to get her to leave.

“Taylor, bed. Now.”

Taylor glares at Lori, then turns and stalks away. Lori watches the empty doorway for a moment before turning to me.

“I’m the evil stepmother in this scenario, as you may have noticed.”

“Ah, I see,” I say.

“Never mind that her actual mother is a drunk who abandoned her when she was less than a year old. She lives somewhere downstate, and she ‘found’ Taylor online last winter. Ever since then Taylor’s been such a little shit to me. I mean, not all the time, but as soon as I do something she doesn’t like, it’s all ‘You’re not my real mom.’ ” She sighs. “And Matt’s like, ‘It’s hormones, it’s typical mother-daughter stuff.’ ”

“Do you think she heard what we said?”

“Probably enough of it. She used to be this sweet kid.” She shakes her head. “And this sneaking around, trying to listen in on conversations—she never used to do that. This past spring, she and some of her friends went into the Octagon House.”

The sharp intake of breath is automatic. Taylor is just a child—way too young to go into a place like that, and yet we were only a few years older. We thought it was just a game, a dare. We had no idea what we were walking into.

“Did anything happen?” I ask.

“Like did one of them fall through the rotten floor or something?”

“No, you know, like did they see anything strange?”

Lori gives me a look as if to say that this is a preposterous idea. “Like what?”

“No, not—I don’t know—just, you know, strange.”

“No,” she says firmly.

Maybe it’s my imagination, but I sense the possibility of doubt underneath her certainty.

“I only know they went in because she started asking me all these questions about it and I was able to pry that much out of her.” She rubs her forehead. “Not that she’s going to tell me anything while she’s in this phase. God, I hope it’s a phase. What is it with that house and teenage girls? How old were we when we went in, thirteen? Fourteen?”

“That sounds about right. Summer between eighth and ninth grades.”

“Taylor thinks she’s twelve going on twenty.”

“Does she know what happened there?”

“She knows enough. She was here when the police came.”

“No, the other stuff, from before,” I say quietly, in case Taylor is still eavesdropping.

“I haven’t told her anything. I made her promise never to set foot in it again because that place is a death trap. I don’t know if that really got through to her, though. We spent a fucking fortune to send her away to camp for part of the summer. Just trying to… you know.” She looks off and chews her bottom lip.

“Has she tried to go in again?” I ask.

Lori looks at me sharply, then she returns to her beer. Picks up the bottle, examining it. “It’s like—” She stops herself again and sighs. “Something changed with her last spring. She spends hours up in her room, which is new. Couple of nights ago, I went to check on her and she was just sitting on her bed, staring off at I don’t know what. She’s started sleepwalking too. That started at camp. I got an angry call from the camp director telling me that she’d been found at the edge of the woods. Said they couldn’t keep her there because of the liability. I had to beg.” She looks up at me and gives me a weak smile. “Sorry, you don’t need to hear all this.”

“Maybe it’s because of her mom,” I say, but is that what I really mean? In all the years the Octagon House has been sitting there, the kids who’ve known about it have gone into it. The garbage and broken windows that I remember attest to this. I’m sure most of them thought it was cool or scary, but that was that. But for some, it has a stronger effect. Taylor is Lori’s daughter, even if not by birth, and as far as I know, Lori was fine after we went in. But there was something about the girl, the way she seemed so hungry for answers, that I recognize.

“The sniping at me started after her mom, but this is different,” Lori says. “Now it’s like she’s not even present half the time. I’d take the bitchy-teenager act over this any day.”

“What’s your husband think?”

“He’s going to have a conniption when he hears about Abby almost dying in there. He says we should get a bulldozer and knock the house down ourselves. The old lady who owns it is about a hundred, so it’s not like she’s going to be out there checking up on it, but someone could. Besides, I don’t think it’s quite legal to bulldoze other people’s houses, even if they are a pile of shit.”

“But it’s on your land.”

“The fields all around, yes, but the woods aren’t ours. That’s why we can’t touch them. Trust me, we’ve been trying to for decades. My grandpa begged the old lady to knock the house down after those murders. He was worried about people getting curious and then starting a fire or something. There’s enough dead trees in those woods that if it’s dry enough, a fire could spread quick. Take our crops with it. Only thing she agreed to was letting him board it up and put the fence along the road.”

“I don’t think I ever put together that your family was here when those murders happened.”

“My dad says he remembers it. He was a kid. When was it… mid-sixties, right? So, yeah, he was about the same age Taylor is now.” She drops her voice low again. “Did I ever tell you, the night it happened, the husband showed up at our house? They didn’t have a phone, so he came here and used ours to call the police.”

“Holy shit.” I can’t help but look around at the crowded kitchen, the same as it has been for generations. The old green phone is still on the wall, probably where it was then.

“My grandpa and a bunch of other men from town went into the woods and our fields searching for the killer—”

“Wait, I thought the guy killed his own family.”

“He did, but he said that it was someone else. Just trying to put them off his trail.”

“And he was here?” I shiver. “Maybe the woman who owns it is related to the family that died. She’s being sentimental or whatever.”

“No. They were from somewhere else. The woman who owns it is a Sumner.”

I look at her blankly.

“Sumner’s Mills? They used to own everything: the factory, half the village, all the land around here.”

“Yeah, but that was, like, years ago,” I say.

“Trust me, this lady was ancient even when we were kids. And she’s not called Sumner. Her last name is Janssen.”

I shake my head. The name doesn’t mean anything to me, but that’s not a surprise.

“I only started dealing with her when I took over the farm. I told her leaving that house there was a lawsuit waiting to happen, but she didn’t seem to care. You want another beer?”

I’m only halfway through the one she’s given me, but she gets up anyway and takes two more out of the fridge, opening one for herself.

“Way back when, my great-grandpa bought all this land from the Sumners, but they would not sell the woods. If they would have, we could have got the fields all the way to the road. Would have made it a hell of a lot easier to get into the north end of our property.”

“Did they say why?”

“Spite? I don’t know. Apparently, the Sumners were a weird family.” She shrugs. “This was long before my time. Once, though, my great-grandpa was working in the back fields close to the woods and he thought he heard, I don’t know, cries or something.”

“Did he go and look?”

“No way. Great-granddad was hella superstitious. Those old-world Scots don’t mess with no wood fairies.”

“So…” I can’t tell where she’s going with this.

“Aren’t you glad you came home?” She grins and clinks her beer bottle to mine.

“If they had a house in there, makes sense that they wouldn’t want to sell the land around it,” I say.

“The Octagon House wasn’t built then. It was built… end of the thirties, I think? This would have been before then.”

“Those cries were probably just an animal.”

“Probably.”

But then why would it have become family lore? Lori’s family, from what I knew of them, were not ones to go in for fantasy. “Is any of this for real?” I ask.

“Of course.” I can’t tell if she’s trying to get me worked up or if she’s telling the truth. “I will tell you one strange thing that happened there. This was years later, like after the murders, when my dad was a teen. He used to go into those woods with his BB gun, hunting squirrels. He wasn’t supposed to but, you know. So, this one time, he was in there and he saw this man. He’d been focused on a squirrel or whatever, and he turned around and this man was like right there. Just looking at him. Close enough he could touch him.”

“What’d he do?”

“He just about shat himself and then ran, are you kidding? Guy didn’t follow him or anything. Dad said he was just there, and then when he looked again, he wasn’t. Like a fucking ghost.”

Lori’s father, from what I remember of him, is a big man, over six feet tall with a gut that sticks out over his pants and a thick beard. Baseball cap pulled low, muddy boots that he’d leave outside because they were always covered in something organic. It’s hard to imagine a man like him being scared of anything, even as a teen. “Why are you telling me all of this?”

“What, you don’t like spooky stories?”

“Did you know all this when we were kids?”

“No. I just knew we weren’t supposed to go into those woods ’cause it wasn’t our property. Then I overheard my dad talking to someone about an old house in there and told you guys.”

“Do people know about the house? Like, in general, in the town?”

She shakes her head. “I don’t know. I feel like the old-timers do. They were all here in the sixties, but since then? Some kids always seem to find out about it. We did.”

“If I’d known all this, I definitely wouldn’t have gone in there.”

“You guys would have been fine if you’d just gone in there the one time with us. It’s because you and Abby went back. I never understood that.”

She gets up, scraping her chair on the floor, and opens the cupboard doors but just stands looking at the contents. Her back is to me when she says, “But why would she go there to kill herself?”

“Maybe she didn’t,” I say, and immediately regret it. The beer is hitting me harder than it should.

She turns and squints down at me. “What do you mean?”

“I don’t know.” This idea that has been gnawing at me has become a real question. “It’s just like I said, there’s some things that don’t add up. The gas in her car and then the door being closed—”

“Don’t complicate it. There’s no other logical explanation.”

We’re both still for a moment in the quiet kitchen. The tap is dripping into the overflowing dishpan, and somewhere deeper in the house, an old clock is ticking. Lori rummages around in a cupboard and throws a half-full bag of nacho chips on the table between us. “Here. I’ve got salsa somewhere, maybe. You look like you haven’t eaten in a while.”

“Thanks,” I say, taking a chip out, but I can’t eat it. I just methodically break it into bits on her kitchen table.

“Tell me again, why did Abby’s mom ask you to come all the way back here? That’s like halfway across the country.”

“She thought I might be able to help her.”

“Nothing personal, but didn’t Abby have any other friends? I mean, if you guys haven’t been in touch in twenty years, it’s a little strange, don’t you think?”

“She said my name.”

Lori gives me a disbelieving look. “When? People in comas don’t talk.”

“No, before they put her in the coma. I guess she was conscious when they got her out, but just barely.”

“Well, the last time she was in that house was with you, so maybe she was reminded or whatever. That doesn’t mean they needed to drag you all the way out here.”

“I don’t know, okay? I didn’t ask. I guess I should have.”

I didn’t ask because I wanted it to be true. I needed to think I could actually do something to help, even if it was only coming home.

“How was she?” Lori asks gently. When I don’t answer, she says, “You have been in to see her, right?”

I shake my head. “I’ll go tomorrow. I just got in. I wanted to but…”

“I get it. And it’s great you came, like really. I wasn’t trying to imply it wasn’t. But there was probably serious damage done with all the drugs she took. I mean, if it was bad enough they had to induce a coma…”

“I know.”

“If she does wake up—”

“What do you mean, ‘if’?”

“Fine,” Lori says. “When she wakes up, she’s not going to be who she was—”

“I’m aware of that.”

Why is it that some people—mainly women, my own age—feel the need to patronize me? It usually happens with the ones who are mothers. It’s like my not having kids, not being married, and now not having a job keep me in some kind of childish state in their minds.

Lori puts her beer down and smiles at me. “Go and visit her, be a good friend, and then get the hell out of here. Go back to Chicago.”

“No. Not there.”

“I envy you. You could go anywhere. You have nothing holding you down. You have no idea how lucky you are.”

The tears are welling in my eyes before I have a chance to stop them. I want to put my head on Lori’s sticky kitchen table and sob until I fall asleep. I bend over to take my phone out of my bag and wipe at my eyes while I’m hidden.

“I should go,” I say, keeping my voice light. “You must be up early with the kids.”

“You okay to drive? You can stay here, if you want.”

“I’m fine. I’ve barely touched that second beer.” But I don’t think it’s the beer she’s talking about.

We’re standing at the front door while I fish for my keys when she asks, “Are you going to go back to that house?”

“Why would I do that?”

“You tell me.”

“I haven’t decided yet,” I lie, because ever since I started running there, something in me has known that I’m going to have to go into the house again.

“Clare,” she says. “Don’t.”

“I’m not fourteen. I’m not going to do anything dumb.” I’m trying to keep the annoyance out of my voice. “I feel like I should, for Abby.”

“Abby’s a fucking vegetable. Just leave it alone.” Maybe we’re both more on edge than we realize. “Promise me,” she says, grabbing my arm, hard.

“I’m not going to—”

“Promise me.”

“Okay,” I say. “I promise.”

She lets go and nods curtly. Then she throws her arms around me. “It’s nice to have you here,” she says quietly.

In all our years growing up together, I don’t think Lori and I ever hugged like this. It just wasn’t something we did. Monica wouldn’t think twice to reach out and touch your shirt or fix your hair, and Abby and I would sit close to each other when we watched movies and take turns giving each other braids, or we’d hold hands when we were walking. It wasn’t something I even thought about, it was just how we were. But never Lori. I hug her back and we stand like that, locked together for a short moment, then we separate and I’m grateful that the hallway is dark.

“See you, Clare,” she says, opening the door. “Give me a call if you want to get together again.”



While I’m getting in my car, a movement in one of the upstairs windows catches my eye. Taylor’s pale face is pressed against the glass. I raise my hand to wave, but she doesn’t move. I turn around to see what she’s seeing. There are no clouds and the moon is bright. Across the road are the fields, harvested now and ready for winter. They disappear into the dark, but beyond those fields are the woods, and inside those woods is the Octagon House.

As I drive away, I catch a glimpse of Taylor in my rearview mirror, still by the window, watching the darkness.






4 BEN


He lies in his blank, silent room, hovering between sleeping and waking. Sleep brings dreams, and in those dreams, he is back at the house on that night in August 1965. His family is inside and it’s all about to happen and he cannot warn them. He cannot stop it. Sometimes in the dreams, he’s the one holding the rifle, just like the police told him he was. First the police said he killed his family, then the newspapers, then the lawyers. It would have been easier to give in and believe them, just for the simplicity of it.

“If you didn’t do it, then tell us what happened, Mr. Fischer? How did those bodies end up in the basement? Doors were locked, you said. No sign of forced entry. Only your prints and your wife’s on the rifle.”

He’s never been able to give them an answer. For all these years.

For all these years he has been trying to put the pieces together in a way that would make sense, and he’s never been able to do it. In prison, time slipped past the walls of his cell while his body grew old and weak. Now they’ve moved him here, to a nursing home, or so they tell him. To him, it is just another room. At some point, a long time ago now, he stopped trying to remember. He tried to make his mind blank, to forget the sounds of that gunshot echoing in the night, the sight of his wife at the bottom of the stairs, his daughters hidden deeper in that dark basement.

And then that woman came to talk to him. What was her name? Amy or April or… Abigail, yes, that was it. Abby. She had been in the house too, and something had happened to her; she had seen something. She was looking for him because she thought he could give her answers. Now, after years of trying to forget, he is desperately trying to remember, to stitch that horrible night back together again, and this time, this time, he will see what he missed. The death he’s been longing for is finally coming, but he can’t go without knowing what happened. Can this young woman give him the answers the police couldn’t?

She asked him to remember everything, so he has to clear his head, which means hiding the little blue pills they give him every twelve hours. It’s easy enough to keep them under his tongue until the nurse leaves, then spit them into his hand. They know where he was before he came to their facility; he doubts any of them care about the quality of his sleep. And so here he lies, night and day blurring. The pain helps him remember.

Abby said she’d come back, and the next time she comes, he’ll be able to tell her the story of that last night with his family in their strange house shaped like an octagon.

He turns to a new page in his sketchbook and writes, “August 22, 1965. Morning.” The words look like the writing of an old man, shaky and unsure. But words aren’t what his hand is aching to make. Balancing the pencil between his fingers, he wills his hand to become that of a younger man, and as he begins to draw, his hand loses the shakiness. The picture pulls itself out of his pencil and onto the page—demanding to be remembered, to be seen.



They had moved into the house in May 1965. By June, he’d found a job at the local plant—Sumner’s Metals and Lubricants. It was a horrible job, mind-numbing in its monotony, and the men he worked with made it clear that he would never belong. It didn’t matter. There was no other option. Moving upstate was supposed to have been an escape from the city’s noise and congestion that were making his wife sick, but as soon as they moved in, she started complaining of the isolation. At first the idea of a house shaped like an octagon was charming, but then Natalie’s list of repairs kept growing. There was no money left after buying the house, not enough money to hire an electrician to fix the Depression-era wiring or pay for the phone lines to be brought in from the main road. As that summer went on, the pressure grew in his head like a black fog, reaching its fingers into his brain to squeeze and squeeze.

That August morning, he and Natalie had been arguing about the rifle again. He hated the thought of a gun in the house with two young children, but she had started talking about wolves and bears and “God knows what else in those woods and there’s no one around.” He’d told her the worst was probably some coyotes, but that hadn’t stopped her from worrying. “I’m the one who’s here alone every day and late into the night, Ben. No car. There isn’t even a damned phone. What am I supposed to do if some animal comes around and I’m here alone with the girls?”

He knew it wasn’t just animals she was afraid of. She’d started complaining about strange feelings in the house too, but she was just overtired. All Joanie’s talk of sounds in the night was rubbing off on her.

Joanie, their eight-year-old, was up every night whining about a mysterious sound. If it had been Molly who was too frightened to sleep, it would have made sense. His wife had endless patience for the needs of their three-year-old daughter, but there wasn’t much left over for their older girl complaining about imaginary noises at night. So, he gave in and bought a rifle off a man at work, hoping it would make Natalie happy, but that just led to another argument about where to keep it so the girls couldn’t get it.

That final morning, he’d been rushing out the door with a piece of toast in his hand when he felt a tug at his shirt. He turned around and saw Joanie. Even now, all these years later, he can remember his eldest daughter so clearly: the spray of new freckles that had appeared over her nose from her first country summer, her coppery brown hair the same color as his. She had chopped it off one night in a fit of rebellion against her mother, and though he could never tell Natalie, he loved the way it made her look even more like a pixie. His daughter had endless curiosity, wanting to turn over every rock and climb every tree; the sunken dark circles under her eyes were the only sign of her nighttime troubles.

“Dad,” she whispered to him. “I found something.”

“Oh? Something good?”

“It’s a secret,” she answered, checking to make sure her mother wasn’t listening.

“Did you record it in your book?” he asked, and she nodded solemnly. For her eighth birthday, he had given her a leather-bound notebook. “A place to record all of the things you’re finding here,” he had told her. Ever since her younger sister was born, he and Joanie had started going to the park to look at birds. He would draw them and teach her how to recognize them, and now she was learning to draw them too.

“But it’s not a bird,” she told him. “Or an animal.” She smiled mischievously.

“Mmm,” he said. “Where did you find this mysterious thing?”

She glanced back at her mother again, but Natalie was on the other side of the large kitchen helping Molly spoon jam on her toast. Just to be safe, Joanie leaned toward him and whispered, “In the basement.”

Hearing her say that word had made the hairs on the back of his neck stand up. But he had ignored that warning. “Your mother doesn’t want you going down there,” was all he’d said. Why was that all he had said?

“Can I show it to you tonight?” she asked.

“No. I won’t be home until you’re in bed.”

“Then I’ll wait up.”

“I said no.” He reached out to touch her, but she pulled away. “On Sunday,” he offered. “We can go down there together when Mom’s doing Molly’s nap.”

“I can’t wait that long.”

How he longs to be able to reach out and tousle her hair. To hug her to him and tell her, “You must never, ever go down there again.” But he didn’t say that. He was already turning to rush out the door.

Just before he got in the car, he had turned around and looked at his family through the window. Joanie was at the table, Molly was beside her now, and Natalie was moving around them setting out breakfast dishes. That was the last time he saw the three of them like that, and now his sketch shows them there, frozen in time in the kitchen. He lays his old man’s hand over the picture, trying to protect them from what was about to happen that night.
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