
[image: Cover: Behind the Red Door, by Megan Collins]

    
        The past always comes back.

        Behind the Red Door

        A Novel

        “[A] haunting thriller.” —Popsugar

        Megan Collins

        Author of The Winter Sister

    




Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.




CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP




Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.








[image: Behind the Red Door, by Megan Collins, Atria]






For my parents






one

Now that it’s summer, it’s not my job to protect the children. I have finished the follow-ups on the girl who submitted a suicide note for her English essay. I have closed the file on the boy who came to school with rope burns on his neck. The suicide note was written with pink Magic Marker. The burns were from a jump rope that the teenage stepbrother wrapped around the boy like a scarf, just before he squeezed.

The children don’t stop needing protection, but every job has a contract, and mine stipulates that from June to September, I am to forget everything I’ve witnessed, to not think of what else that girl might be writing, how else that boy might be marked. I am to relax on the couch in our Kendall Square loft and sip the chardonnay that Eric has handed me. I am to scroll through my phone while my husband cooks our dinner and the news drones on in the background.

I should be doing my homework. Fresh off an appointment with Dr. Lockwood, I’ve been told to make a list of anxiety triggers. She thinks if I get them down on paper, I’ll get them out of my head. But on paper, the words growl at me, take on body and breath. Our upstairs neighbors’ footsteps. My recurring nightmare. The guy on the T who coughed without covering his mouth. I filled up a third of the page before I had to throw the list away, my throat tight.

I don’t think my new prescription is working.

“Do you want tomatoes in this?” Eric asks, but I’m looking at a Facebook post from one of my colleagues, the other social worker with whom I share an office. She’s smiling on the beach, her skin glowing, and I’m wincing at the burn I’m sure she’ll get.

“Fern?” Eric says. “Tomatoes?”

I look up. He’s wearing the stethoscope apron I bought him. It was supposed to be cute and stupid and funny, but from here, it looks like a snake is slithering along his chest.

“Whatever you want,” I answer.

“No, whatever you want. This could be your last real meal for days. With Ted, it’ll just be takeout and frozen dinners.”

“I think I saw him cook some rice once.”

“Was it instant?”

“Might’ve been.”

Eric pinches his lips together, then nods. “We’ll do tomatoes.”

He’s always like this. Indignant about my parents. When you have a mother and father like he does—who leaned across the dinner table to kiss each other, who took Eric and his four siblings to Disney World every summer, who treated each of their kids’ birthdays like a national holiday—it’s hard to feel warm toward parents like Ted and Mara.

He doesn’t think I should go to New Hampshire tomorrow. Ever since Ted called me last week asking for my help in packing up the house, Eric’s been in a mood. He thinks I’m too kind to my father, too “How high?” when he says “Jump”—and he’s sometimes right. But when it comes to Ted, there are certain things I can’t say no to.

After a few minutes, Eric turns off the stove, plates our meals, and brings over two steaming dishes of pasta. During the school year, we eat at the table so I can shovel food into my mouth while writing case reports on my laptop. But it’s summer now and I’m not allowed to bring my work home with me anymore, so we eat in front of the TV, perched on the edge of the couch.

Eric loves to watch the news, so we’re watching the local news. It’s our trade-off for him doing the cooking. When I cook, we watch game shows. I find the rhythm of them soothing. The rules are laid out right at the beginning. Somebody always wins. When Eric cooks, I play it cool so he can have what he wants, but truthfully, I prefer to avoid the news. I don’t need more things to add to my list. E. coli outbreak. Carjackings. A rare disease that killed a woman my age. If I tell Eric I’m convinced I’ll develop this same disease, I know what he’ll say: You will not. It’s extremely rare. As a doctor, the word rare means something different to him than it does to me. To me, it means “possible.”

“Oh, this is crazy. Have you heard about this?” Eric increases the volume on the TV. I look up from my pasta to see a picture of a woman on the screen. Next they show footage of a house on an unpaved road, followed by a shot of police officers traipsing through a forest with German shepherds. I scratch an itch on my wrist.

“Sullivan was first reported missing ten days ago by her wife, Rita Diaz,” the reporter says in a voiceover. “Diaz told police that Sullivan left for her usual morning walk around five thirty a.m. on June seventh and did not return.”

“Where’s this?” I ask. The area looks heavily wooded, not like you’d find around here.

“Maine,” Eric says.

“Maine? Why are they talking about it in Boston?”

He glances at me. “It’s Astrid Sullivan.”

“Who?”

The reporter continues: “The timing of Sullivan’s disappearance—almost exactly twenty years since her abduction from a small New Hampshire town on June 24, 2000—has residents of Ridgeway concerned that this is the work of Sullivan’s original abductor, who was never caught.”

I scratch my wrist again as a new photo appears on the screen. It’s the same woman as before, evident by her mane of curly red hair, only she’s much younger. A teenager. I set my plate on the coffee table and lean forward. There’s something about the freckles sprayed like splatter paint across the girl’s nose that makes me squint at the TV.

“Hold on.” I reach for the remote and press pause. The screen freezes right as the picture enlarges to fill the frame. The girl has a wide face with high cheekbones, a closed-lipped smile that borders on a smirk. Her freckles fan out onto her cheeks, and there’s a rogue one below the arch of her left eyebrow that’s darker than the rest.

“I think I know her,” I say.

Eric looks at me as his mouth closes around his fork. “Well yeah,” he says, chewing. “It’s Astrid Sullivan.”

“You keep saying that. But who is she?”

His brow furrows. “Are you serious? She’s that girl who was kidnapped twenty years ago.”

“They said that. But why would I know who she is?”

“Everyone knows her. It was national news.”

“Why?”

Eric shakes his head a little. “You really don’t remember?”

“Twenty years ago, I was only twelve,” I remind him.

“And I was thirteen,” he says, “but I still remember.”

“Well, I didn’t have TV growing up. You know Ted and Mara.”

He shrugs. “Still. It happened in your state. Down in Virginia, everyone was talking about it, so I can’t imagine that Cedar somehow missed the story.”

I stare at the girl’s face, trying to remember where I’ve seen her before. It feels like trying to remember a dream. “What is the story?” I ask.

Eric sets his plate beside mine. As he speaks, he kneads my back with his knuckles. It’s a gesture I usually love, but the itch on my wrist demands so much attention, I can hardly feel his hand.

“She was missing for weeks,” he says. “She was fourteen, I think, and she disappeared during some party her parents were having. The front yard was supposedly packed with people—but nobody saw what happened to her. And then, like a month later, they found her on the side of the road a couple blocks from her house. She was blindfolded and drugged and said she’d been kept in a basement that whole time by some guy in a mask.”

Girls who disappear. Kidnappers. Masks.

My scratching reminds me of the crickets in Cedar. Growing up, I would listen to them through my window screen at night, marveling at how their rhythm was the same as Ted’s when he clawed at his psoriasis. I have not inherited my father’s skin condition, but sometimes I itch.

“And this happened in New Hampshire?” I ask.

“Yeah, hang on.” Eric grabs his phone, opens an app, and types. “This says it was Foster, New Hampshire, which is…” He pulls up a map and zooms in. “Maybe forty-five miles from Cedar?”

Astrid’s eyes stare out at me from the TV. They’re green like the oak leaves that hem in my childhood home, and the longer I look at them, the more I feel the need to look away.

“I’ve never heard about any of this,” I say, “but I really think I know her from somewhere.”

Eric pulls his plate back onto his lap, takes a bite of tomato and feta. “Her face was all over the newspapers. There’s no way you could have missed it. Everyone was obsessed with the story since her reappearance was so weird. Oh—also…” He eats another forkful before continuing. “She just had a memoir come out, so she’s been doing a bunch of publicity for it. I think she was on Good Morning America recently.”

I don’t remind him that, until a couple days ago, I was still Mrs. Douglas, school social worker at Stuart Halloway Middle School, juggling meetings and home visits and paperwork. This is the first news of any kind I’ve watched in weeks.

I press Play on the remote, but Astrid’s picture stays frozen. If the reporter wasn’t speaking, I’d think the TV was still on pause.

“Oh, see?” Eric says after a moment, and the sound of his fork clanging against his plate makes me jump.

He gestures toward the screen, which has filled with a picture of Astrid’s book. Behind the Red Door: A Memoir. On the cover, a bare bulb illuminates a door the color of rashes, of sunburns, of things that must be scratched. The reporter mentions the book’s recent spike in sales, how it’s zoomed up all the bestseller lists since news first broke about Astrid’s disappearance.

“Some readers of the memoir are speculating that it was the book’s publication that drew Sullivan’s original kidnapper out of hiding. Some even say he might have used the memoir to track her down and take her for a second time. Those close to Sullivan, however, say these theories are unhelpful distractions.”

The shot switches to a woman with dark hair speaking to a microphone held in front of her face. Rita Diaz, wife of Astrid Sullivan, reads a bar across the bottom of the screen.

“I appreciate that people have taken an interest in my wife’s book,” Rita says, her forehead creased, her hair in a messy bun. “But right now, these conspiracy theories aren’t helping us find her. I know, to many people, the why of her disappearance is important, but honestly, all I care about is the where. And the when she will return. So if you have any information to share that might help us find her, please—don’t go on Reddit or Twitter or Facebook; go to the police.”

Right before the news moves on to the next story, the station shows a phone number for police in Ridgeway, Maine, along with another recent picture of Astrid. There are lines around her eyes that weren’t in her photo as a teenager. Her freckles aren’t as vivid, but I can still see the one beneath the arch of her eyebrow that sits like a stray punctuation mark. Staring at it, I feel a pinch in my throat, as if, for some reason, this single freckle belongs on my list of triggers. It makes me certain—with a level of conviction I can’t explain—that I know her. And not just know her. Not just seen her picture in a newspaper. I’ve met her. But when? But where?

“Hey, what’s this?” Eric asks. “What happened?”

I look down to where he’s pointing. My wrist is slashed with thick stripes of pink. I’ve scratched so hard that I’m bleeding, the beads of red perforating my skin.



The sheets scrape against my Band-Aid as we get into bed. The bleeding stopped hours ago, but Eric did such a good job patching me up that I’m reluctant to peel off his handiwork. The bandage is clean and smooth and perfectly square. Looking at it soothes me.

Eric reaches for me before I’ve even shut off the bedside lamp. His hand rests on my hip, then inches upward, his fingers spidering along my ribs. I turn to him, nuzzle my face against his neck.

“You’re insatiable,” I say.

“Can’t help it, Bird.”

I kiss his Adam’s apple. It’s been six years, and I still love that nickname. He’s been calling me Bird since the night we met, when he misheard my name at a noisy Harvard Square bar. It stuck because it suits me: sparrow-brown hair, a slightly hooked nose, bony and petite (so small, in fact, that from behind, I sometimes get confused for students at school). But what I love most about Bird is how, every time he says it, I’m reminded why I decided to go out with him in the first place. The reason I thought, like I never had about anyone before, I could marry this guy.

I’d been standing with him at the bar, the two of us talking so long I didn’t notice my friend getting sick at one of the tables. When she stumbled past us, puking, I lurched forward to help her toward the door. Eric grabbed a napkin off the bar and followed. When we got outside, he wiped at the vomit in her hair. Never mind that she was a stranger to him. Never mind that the puke was clotted with chunks of olive from her martini. He stepped right in, a hero with a bar napkin. Afterward, when I thanked him, he said, Of course, Bird, shrugging it off like it was nothing. But it was the kindest thing I’d ever seen.

“Do you want to try one more time before you go?” he asks now.

I stiffen, and he pulls me closer, reading the tension in my body as desire. “I’m not even ovulating anymore,” I tell him.

When those circled days passed on my calendar this month, I let out a breath that took a long time to exhale.

“We can only have sex when you’re ovulating?” He’s kissing me as he says it, slowly and teasingly, his words fluttering against my mouth. “It can’t be because I’m going to miss you?”

I arch my neck as he slides his lips toward my collarbone. “Of course not,” I breathe. “You just said ‘try,’ so.”

I’ve been off the pill for three months now. I want to make my husband happy. He spends his days caring for other people’s children—same as me, I guess—and when his patients’ parents ask if he has kids of his own, I know it hurts when he has to say no. That’s where we’re not the same. When I do home visits, and the parents get defensive, ask me if I know from personal experience how hard it is to raise a child, I feel momentarily weightless as I get to shake my head no.

I like kids. I do. Sometimes, I even get that primal, womb-stirring feeling when I see a baby. But I’ve witnessed so many ways that a parent can fail a child, and it seems so easy to do. Easier than being good. And then there’s everything else, every little threat that hisses in the air or coils into genetic code, waiting to strike. I can’t imagine how much I’ll have to add to my list if I ever become pregnant. SIDS, heart defects, car seats improperly installed. Girls who disappear. Kidnappers who catch and release, then catch again. My hands grow slick on Eric’s skin just thinking about it.

I keep hoping I’ll get infected by his enthusiasm, come down with baby fever. But so far, I still react to my period each month as if it’s a miracle.

“Hey,” Eric says. “Bird.” He moves back a little to meet my eyes. “If you’re not into this, we don’t have to do it.”

For a moment, I think he’s talking about having a baby. Then he takes his hand off my breast.

“No, I am,” I say. “I’m just a little distracted.”

“Yeah? What’s going on?”

I want to make my husband happy. I don’t like to burden him with the lists that scroll through my mind. I know he’d be sweet, talk me through each anxiety until he’s sure his logic has tamed it. But I’d still feel it clawing inside me, still hear its nails skittering across my skull, and even Eric has a limit to his patience.

I could throw him off the scent, say that I’m dreading my trip to New Hampshire. He’d appreciate that. But the truth is, I’m looking forward to going home. Ted is retired now, and sometimes, I find myself mouthing that word—retired—because it feels as good as it does impossible. I had to stalk the Psychology Department’s Facebook page, scour the pictures labeled “Professor Brierley’s Farewell Reception,” to believe it was true. He finished up his final semester last month, and without the pressure to publish or perish—“jump through hoops or jump into the grave,” he always says—things might actually be different. That’s why I agreed to help him, even though Eric keeps saying he doesn’t deserve it. When Ted called last week to tell me he’s moving to Florida, he said, “Now that I’m free from the tyranny of academia, I want to be equally free from the tyranny of snow.” Then he said, “I need you, Fern.”

I had to ask him to repeat it. And when he did, I tried to savor it. Ted has never needed me, not outside the context of his Experiments, anyway, so it seems his retirement has already changed him, made him think twice about his daughter, see that she can offer him something his work cannot. Without Ted’s compulsive need to compete with the superstars of his field, this time won’t be like all the others. This time, he won’t keep typing his ideas as I clutch my stomach, suffering from what turns out to be appendicitis. He won’t retreat to his office as soon as I return from the hospital, wearing a bandage I’ll struggle to change on my own. He won’t imply that I’m wasting his time simply by wanting his care.

To Eric, stories like these are enough to warrant me never going home again. He calls what I went through child neglect. But I’ve seen true neglect, gone to fly-infested houses where parents are passed out with needles in their arms, a diapered five-year-old eating cat food while his sister cries in the nurse’s office at school. Whatever I endured with Ted and Mara—it’s miles away from that. No one from Cedar Public Schools or child services ever came to our house.

“Wow, you really are distracted,” Eric says now. “Is everything okay?”

I have to say something, but everything’s a minefield. I look at the Band-Aid on my wrist, and it’s as if I can hear my wound whispering beneath it. After Eric patched me up, I read the Wikipedia page for Astrid Sullivan. It did nothing to clarify where I’ve met her before, but I’ve added sedatives and blindfolds to my list.

“I keep thinking about that woman,” I finally say. “Astrid.”

Eric stretches out his arm so I can burrow into him. “Yeah, it’s crazy,” he says. “But I’m sure they’ll find her soon.”

“You don’t know that.”

“No. I don’t. But they found her last time.”

Only because whoever took her brought her back. Dragged her from the basement where he’d kept her. Tied a black sash around her eyes, plunged a syringe into her veins, left her on the side of the road like trash. I shiver against Eric, and he rubs the goose bumps flecking my arm.

“There weren’t any witnesses, right?” I ask. “Twenty years ago?”

“To her kidnapping? No. That was the whole problem.”

“And no one saw who brought her back?”

“No. She just—reappeared,” he says.

I shake my head against his chest. “I feel like…”

He tucks my hair behind my ear, then massages my scalp. “Feel like what?”

“Like I’ve seen her before. In person. Like I actually knew her.”

Eric’s hand goes still. “She lived almost fifty miles away, Bird. Have you ever even been to Foster?”

“I don’t know,” I say. “Maybe. But—”

“Don’t you think you’d remember if someone you knew was kidnapped?”

“Not if I didn’t know she got kidnapped.” When Eric doesn’t respond right away, I keep going. “I told you, I have no memory of that story. So if I knew her but didn’t—or even if I did—hear about the kidnapping, maybe it… I’ve had students who—you know, there’s some trauma or they find out about something—and they can’t even—”

“Fern.” He uses my real name because he wants to make sure I’m paying attention.

“What?”

“You’re spiraling.”

This is what he says whenever my thoughts get away from me. I picture a marble shooting through an endlessly curving slide, corkscrewing down and down along a tube so smooth there isn’t any friction to stop it. Dr. Lockwood has offered me another metaphor. “Think of your brain as a record,” she’s said. “Sometimes the needle gets stuck, and the record begins to skip. It keeps coming back to this one little nanosecond of a song, plays it over and over again. That, right there, is your anxiety. It’s telling you that you have to stay on this thought. But it’s a lie. You can actually train yourself to move the needle, set it on top of another thought altogether and keep on going.”

Sometimes these images help. Sometimes I can picture myself plucking the marble from the slide, the needle from the record, and I can carry on, calmer than before. Other times, like right now, my nerves still feel like wires buzzing with electricity.

“You’re right,” I say to Eric. It’s our last night together for at least a week. I don’t want to ruin it by spiraling. “I’m sorry.”

“You don’t have to be sorry. I know the news kind of freaked you out. But like I said, her picture’s been everywhere. You must have seen it at some point.”

I tilt my face toward his, kiss his bottom lip. “I know. You’re right,” I say again. Girls who disappear. Girls who can’t remember. “Let’s get back to what we were doing before, okay?”

“Yeah?” He smiles a little, his fingers skimming my skin. “How much before?”

I put my hand on his cheek, feel the dark stubble he’ll shave off in the morning. Then I cup the back of his neck and pull him so close that, as we kiss, our bodies are practically seamless. I’m certain that if I leave even an inch of space, the woman from the news will slip between us.



The girl has no face.

Where her eyes and nose and mouth should be, there is only skin. A flat plane of flesh stretched tight as a mask.

Bent at the waist at a forty-five-degree angle, her body looks crooked. Not wholly human. Her head is tilted down, toward my feet. She stretches out her arms. Lurches and lurches toward me.

Her fingers twitch as she reaches out, trying to grab or scratch or gouge me. She’s so close, I can almost feel her nails piercing my skin.

But now, hunched over, she stops. Lifts her head—slowly, agonizingly—toward mine. And as I stare at her, bracing myself for that grotesque mask of skin, I open my mouth to scream.

I shoot upward in bed, gulping for air in the dark. My hair is stuck to my neck, my lips trembling, the sheets bunched in my fists.

The nightmare is back. The same one I’ve been having since I was a kid, once every few months.

I look over at Eric, who hasn’t stirred. Sometimes he sleeps right through it, especially when the whir of the AC drowns out the sharpest of my gasps.

My heart knocks hard, and I slip out of bed, head to the bathroom. I’ve learned how to drag myself from the powerful suction of that dream: splash water on my face, stand beneath the light, stare into the sink until reality clicks into place.

But something is different this time. Water drips from my chin, I see it swirl away, but my heart is still pounding.

What is it? What is it?

I go against instinct, allow myself to reel the nightmare back in. I play it again, starting at the tips of her fingers as they come so close. Her hands are the same, trying to grasp me. Her arms are the same, extending with urgency. Her body is bent as it always is. But now as the face tilts up—I have to cover my mouth so I don’t cry out.

Where there was skin, there are eyes, green as summer leaves. A nose dotted with freckles. A mouth forming words I can’t hear. And her hair, always dim and unremarkable, is suddenly bright as fire.

Moments pass. Maybe minutes. After the initial shock of it, I relax. I’m only dreaming of Astrid Sullivan because I saw her on TV, because my thoughts were tangled up with her right before bed. That’s what Eric would say. Dr. Lockwood, too.

But I look at my fingers. They’re gripping the lip of the sink, knuckles white. My arm is taut, the bandage on my wrist peeled back. As if I’ve been scratching in my sleep. As if my body knows something my mind hasn’t caught up to yet.

I force myself to picture it again. And again and again, until I’m sure of what I’m seeing. Those hands—empty. Beseeching. Open as wide as a mouth gasping for air. That face—Astrid’s. And with her features filled in, I see her actions differently, too. She wasn’t trying to hurt me, like I’ve always thought. She was asking—no, begging—for help. Because as I play back the images in my head, recall her moon-wide eyes, I see it so clearly: the girl isn’t terrifying; she’s terrified.

My jaw falls slack. The itch on my wrist flares.

I watch the questions solidify on my face, reflected in the mirror in front of me. The nightmare that’s haunted me for so many years—what if it hasn’t been a nightmare at all? Hasn’t even been a dream?

What if, all this time, all these nights, it’s actually been a memory?




Excerpt from Prologue of Behind the Red Door: A Memoir by Astrid Sullivan


You think you know the story. You’ve seen the news coverage, the magazine articles, the true crime episodes dedicated to the Astrid Sullivan Case. You’ve read about the man in the mask, the weeks I spent locked in a basement—gray and dim but for its bright red door. You’ve heard about the curb I was left on, two blocks from my family’s home in Foster, New Hampshire.

There are many things you don’t know, details the police didn’t release and urged me not to speak of. “We always withhold some key information,” they explained. Something about it being easier to find and interrogate suspects. Something about maintaining the integrity of the investigation. For a long time, I played by those rules, trusting what they told me, that justice is slow but inevitable.

But now, it’s been two decades, more than half my life. I’ve stopped believing that the man who took me will ever be caught. In a way, I’ve stopped believing in the police altogether. So this is my story now, the way it always should have been.

Here are some things you don’t know: the type of mask he wore, his clothes, the words we spoke. I know these things matter to you. Reporters have been asking me about them for years. But here’s what matters to me: what I did to make myself vulnerable; what I did in that basement to survive; what I still want to say to the girl who saw the man who took me.

Because, yes, there was such a girl. I know the police have told you there weren’t any witnesses. But there was one. She was ten, maybe eleven years old.

When the police came to question me, I begged them to find her, search every house in America if that’s what it took. She knew what happened. She saw a feature of the man that I never did. But they returned a few days later shaking their heads. They claimed there was no one who’d come forward fitting the description I gave them.

Not long after, I began seeing a therapist, who ended our first session by suggesting that I had imagined the girl, that I’d invented her as a way to cope with the trauma, a way to find some hope to hold on to while I endured my basement nightmare.

When I pleaded with my parents to take me seriously, to help me look for her, to help me get the answers that only she could provide, they stared at me, a skeptical sadness in their eyes that still hurts to remember.

The police wouldn’t let me talk about her. “If she’s real,” they said, “it could jeopardize the investigation to let this go public. Think of all the crazies who would crawl out of the woodwork, claiming this girl is their daughter.”

I didn’t buy their reasons. If she’s real told me everything I needed to know.

But she was there. I’d bet my life on it. My future children’s lives.

She was not a coping strategy. She was not a dream. She was real: the girl who saw everything but never said a word.

Only sometimes, in my darkest hours, do I momentarily doubt this. Only sometimes, for a sliver of a second, do I think she might have been someone else the whole time—me. A ghost of my former self. A girl I still believed should be spared.






two

In the daylight, things are different. They always are.

Now that it’s morning, I’m less convinced that the dream was really a memory, that it wasn’t just the news story laid like a transparency over my usual nightmare, fanning the flames of my anxieties. I don’t even tell Eric about it when I say good-bye to him, hugging him especially tightly before he leaves for the hospital. I already know how it will sound. I can picture him struggling to think of a word that’s one step up from spiraling.

Even so, it’s like I’ve walked into a spiderweb I can’t wipe off, the silk of that dream sticking to my skin. As soon as Eric’s gone, I curl up on the couch, stare at my suitcase by the door, allow Astrid’s face and bent body and outstretched arms to muddle the space between me and the way back home to Cedar.

Sinking deeper into the cushions, I want to dismiss my thoughts as absurd. I want to believe that I can shrug them off to Dr. Lockwood at my next appointment. But my heart bangs in my chest, and suddenly I can’t stop thinking about one of my students—Jackson Price—the day his little sister was taken.

The two of them had been walking home from school together when Jackson heard a loud noise—“a gigantic explosion,” he claimed. He fell to the ground at the sound, and when he got back up, his sister was gone. Vanished. As if the noise had triggered her evaporation.

That’s the way he tells it, anyway. What really happened was that the kids’ ex-stepfather had jumped out from between two buildings and snatched the little girl. Jackson never remembered seeing him. He only remembered a thunderous noise, powerful and loud enough to bring him to his knees.

I didn’t need the police report to tell me there wasn’t an explosion. When I met with Jackson, twice a week for a month after that, it was obvious: the sound was a story his mind made up, remapping the memory of that day. Our brains can do that. Especially when we’re kids. They can scrub out whole people, whole experiences, leaving only a tiny trace of the truth.

So, that sticky web. That silk spun straight from a spider.

For a few minutes, I consider postponing my trip to Ted’s. I can’t imagine going down to my car right now, buckling my seat belt, releasing the emergency brake. Astrid’s hands finally reaching me. Astrid’s hands forcing mine to turn the wheel. But the second I think of Ted’s I need you on the phone last week, I find I can move again. I actually jump off the couch as if its leather has burned me. I grab my keys, grab my bag. Open our loft door and let it shut behind me. Focusing on Ted’s voice, the low gravelly timbre of it, I will the red-haired girl away.



All things considered, I should have outgrown my craving for Ted’s attention. Dr. Lockwood and I have talked about the ways he made me ache—his gestures of dismissal, his Experiments, his obsession with other people’s success, which kept him type-type-typing in his study all hours of the day. I’ve told her I can’t hear the clack of typewriter keys without feeling nauseated, but Dr. Lockwood thinks that Ted’s work methods actually have a lot to do with my “attachment” to him. She says his praise and attention during our post-Experiment interviews was so effusive that he basically trained me to excuse his long stretches of neglect. (She, too, uses this word, even though I always balk at it. I’ve told her about the cat-food-eating children.)

“He taught you that your reward for enduring his absence, for playing along with his Experiments, was attention,” she said. “And the way he spoke to you during those interviews validated the idea that his attention was something worth wanting.”

I hate to think this way—that Ted’s I need you provoked a kind of Pavlovian response in me. But Dr. Lockwood is right about the way I felt during our interviews, how Ted’s enthusiasm and encouragement flushed my body with warmth, even as something like dread prickled the back of my neck.

That prickle interested Ted, too. Dread, after all, is closely related to fear.

“Did it scare you,” Dr. Lockwood once asked, “living with your father?”

My answer came quickly. “No.”

“But the subject of his research was fear,” she pushed. “His Experiments were all about making you feel scared.”

“No. They weren’t. His Experiments were about the fear response. He studied its triggers, its duration, things like that.”

“I’m afraid I don’t see the difference.”

“It’s— He doesn’t… There is a difference, but it’s hard to explain.”

I wasn’t lying to Dr. Lockwood. It really didn’t scare me to live with Ted, not even after the worst of his Experiments, that August night I can still feel in my body whenever I recall it. Before then, Ted’s Experiments had been mostly benign—driving home from a store without me, only coming back to pick me up after an hour or two had passed; gluing a jar of garden spiders to my bedside table, despite (or because of) my arachnophobia; screaming in the kitchen with a red-soaked rag clutched to his arm, finally revealing after my seconds of panic that the red was paint, his body was woundless, the only marks on his skin were the scales of his psoriasis.

I was ten when the worst Experiment happened. Ted and Mara left one night for a rare dinner out, and the note I found in the kitchen told me they’d be back in an hour. (This is where I should have known. Ted and Mara never leave notes.) When the sun set and they hadn’t returned, I stood vigil by the window, watching for their headlights. When the driveway stayed dark and carless, I thought of collisions, murders, explosions. I wrapped myself in an afghan and crouched under the coffee table. I piled books on the edges of the blanket to keep it firmly in place. Shootings. Sinkholes. Choking on chicken bones. I stared at the phone, wanting to call the police, but believing that if I did, I would doom my parents further, make real the possibilities swarming my mind. This is “magical thinking,” Dr. Lockwood often reminds me.

At six the next morning, I finally gave in. Caskets. Funerals. Orphans. Ted and Mara never spent so long away from home. Mara stayed close to her art studio, as if leaving it was the same as abandoning a newborn, and the only time Ted ever left was to run an errand or teach his classes at Wicker.

It was definite, then: something horrible and irreversible had happened to them.

I extracted myself from my hiding spot. My hands shook as I reached for the phone, and it was then that the door burst open, Ted leaping into the house with Mara trailing behind him. Before I could react, Ted picked me up and twirled me around, his laughter thundering against my ear. I closed my eyes, savored the tightness of his grip, let the relief fill me up and up, my body buoyant as a balloon. When he set me down, I was smiling, because I still didn’t get it. I actually asked, “Where were you guys?”

“We were outside!” Ted answered.

“No, I mean—where did you go after dinner?”

“Dinner? There wasn’t any dinner. We were outside, Fern. Watching you!”

I tried to speak through the lump hardening in my throat. “You were here?” I asked. “The whole time?” My voice was squeaky and small.

“Of course!”

“So you were gonna… leave me alone, in the house… forever?”

“Forever?” he repeats. “No, no, an Experiment is never forever. You know I always reveal what I’ve been doing, always let you know what’s real and what isn’t. I do that for you, Fern. Because I value your participation in my work. So, come on now, let’s get upstairs. I’ve got so many excellent notes that I need to transcribe. So many questions, too. That thing with the coffee table and the blanket? It’s like you were paralyzed. This is wonderful, Fern. Truly sensational. We’re going to have a very productive interview. Let’s go!”

But I didn’t follow him the way I usually did. Instead, I opened my mouth and wailed. Closed my eyes and shoved out tears. Dropped to the floor and rocked.

“Fern,” Ted said. “What is this?”

I sobbed out my answer in thick gasps of words. “I thought… you were… dead!”

He smiled then. Pleased with himself. With me. “But we’re not dead, Fern. Not yet. Look, we’re standing right in front of you. You can reach out and touch us.” He held out his hand to me. I stared at the empty palm that waited for mine. “Let’s start the interview, okay? You’ll feel better once we do.”

For the first and only time in my life, I screamed at him. “No! I won’t do it! No more interviews—ever!”

Ted opened his mouth to protest, but Mara stepped forward. “Ted,” she said. I jumped at the sound of her voice; I’d forgotten she was there. “Perhaps you’ve gone too far this time.”

Her arms were crossed over her cotton floor-length dress, one of the many she always wore. I was surprised by what she’d said—she was usually quick to defend Ted’s research, having work of her own that kept her occupied for days at a time—but then again, her Break Room was evidence that she, too, needed an outlet.

Chuckling dismissively, Ted looked at her. He looked at me. He crouched down on the floor and, as tears kept spilling down my cheeks, he caught one on his finger, swallowing down his laughter as he examined the drop like a slide under a microscope. Then his face became serious.

“Mara’s right,” he said. “I’m sorry, Fern. You know how I get—so wrapped up in the science of it all. Sometimes I forget that you… well. Know that I won’t take it that far again.”

And he didn’t. In the years that followed, his Experiments were startling and intrusive, but never again as cruel. Maybe that, more than anything, is the reason I’m so quick to return to him: he realized he crossed a line, and he gradually backed away from it. It’s a difficult thing, admitting you were wrong. I’ve seen parents exhale excuses as easily as air. But Ted showed me that day that he loved me enough to see me as more than a research subject. That incredible truth—that a man so devoted to data could love me, when love is messy and immeasurable, impossible to pin down—made me feel powerful and electric.

Dr. Lockwood would probably say that, ever since, I’ve been yearning to feel that way again.



The drive from Boston to Cedar is always excruciating. The highway only takes you so far. Then it’s twenty miles of back roads: gaping potholes, deer crossing signs, speed limits that shoot up and down. There are no sidewalks, either, so if someone’s walking along the road, you have to give them plenty of room. You move to the opposite lane, watch the oncoming traffic get so close you glimpse the drivers’ faces before veering back to your own side. Hitting a pedestrian. Hitting a car to avoid a pedestrian. Hitting a pothole or deer.

Today, the drive is even worse. My fingers are tight on the steering wheel, and no matter what I pass—vegetable stands, sugar shacks, shuttered restaurants—all I see is Astrid. She’s there, in the middle of the road, reaching out to me like she did in my dream. Her mouth is shaping words I can’t make out, and I have to grip the wheel even harder to control my instinct to swerve.

But ten minutes from Cedar, another figure appears. I squint to make out the young girl up ahead, and when I see a man—her father, I hope—following behind her, I’m relieved to find that they’re real. Not residue from a dream.

They’re in my lane, walking against traffic. Steering to the left, I give them the space they require. They do their part, too. Edge closer to the grass, even while I’m still a good distance away. But the girl stares at my car, does not notice the ditch she’s veering toward. I want to warn her—twisted ankles, big falls for small girls—but all I have is the blare of my horn, and I don’t want to startle her into slipping.

Her father sees the danger. In an instant of instinct, he wraps his arm around her waist and jerks her back to safety. Her body nearly folds in half at the force of his grasp. She’s bent at the waist. Exactly like—

I swerve. Jolted by what I’m seeing, I steer right toward them. I catch their horrified looks just in time to slam the wheel the other way, back toward the opposite lane. I overcompensate, push to the left too hard, and end up braking on the strip of dirt that lines the road.

I struggle to catch my breath. That girl—she became Astrid. That man’s arm—it became someone else’s. I don’t have time to make sense of this image before the man, holding his daughter’s hand, peers into my passenger window. He gestures for me to open it, and I do.

“What happened?” he asks. “Are you okay?”

I nod.

“Are you sure?” He sweeps his eyes over me, runs them along the interior of my car. Then he lowers his voice. Leans in closer. “Are you high or something?”

“No, I…” I try to think of a way to explain it but can only come up with a lie. “There was a spider in the car, and I freaked out.”

I try a sheepish smile, but the man is not amused. “Well, watch it, huh?” he says as he guides his daughter back to the road. “You could have killed us, you know.”

I stare at them until they’re two dots in the distance. I watch cars go by, their drivers glaring at me with narrowed eyes. My hands are at ten and two on the wheel, but I can’t remember how to pull back into my lane. An arm around Astrid’s waist. An arm yanking her back. That’s what made me swerve. A single burst of an image.

My mind jerks back to the nightmare I’ve had a hundred times. The girl is always bent at the waist. Even last night, when it was Astrid in the dream, the angle of her body made it harder for her to reach me. But now I see it differently: she isn’t bending over, exactly; she’s stretching forward while someone pulls her back, their arm unyielding as a hook.

I know what Eric would say. That I’ve been influenced by the news. That I’m superimposing the images of a kidnapping over a dream of a featureless girl, whose face has always been ripe for filling in.

But still. My pulse pounds with the certainty of it: Astrid’s face means something to me. And it’s clear that, until I find out why, she will not let me go.



When my phone rings a few minutes later, I’m still on the wrong side of the road. I suspect it’s Eric, calling to check in, but it would be a bad idea to pick up. My breathing remains raspy, uneven. My heart is hurting my chest.

But it isn’t Eric. It’s Mara. I answer so fast my hand is a blur.

“Mara.”

“Hello, dear.” She always calls me dear, even though I don’t believe I’ve ever been that to her. “I only have a minute, but I’m calling to—”

“Did I know Astrid Sullivan?”

I don’t care why Mara called. She hardly ever does, but right now, her timing is perfect.

There’s a pause before a rush of laughter. “What?”

“Did I know Astrid Sullivan?” I repeat.

Another pause. “Who’s Astrid Sullivan?”

“You’ve never heard of her?”

“No, I haven’t,” she says. “Is she a celebrity or something? You know I don’t care much for—”

“She’s not a celebrity,” I cut in. “Well, she’s famous, I guess, but I’d never heard of her either. Or at least I thought I hadn’t. She’s this girl who was kidnapped twenty years ago. When she was fourteen. She had red hair, and she was from New Hamp—”

“Fern, what’s going on? Is this a joke?”

“No, I’m—it’s serious. I saw her on the news, and I’ve been having these dreams and I just had a flash that…” I trail off. Try to start over. “She had red hair. A couple years older than me. Are you sure you don’t remember me knowing a girl like that?”

Mara sighs, long and slow against my ear. “I can’t speak to every person you knew, dear, but as far as I know, the only girl you hung around with was Kyla Kelley. Of course, I was very busy when you were a child. How am I supposed to know who you spent your time with?”

In the pause stretching out between us, I almost chuckle. Why did I bother asking her at all? Mara was never the type of mother to take an interest in her daughter’s acquaintances. Or even her whereabouts.

“You seem very agitated,” Mara says. “Have you been taking your meds?”

“Yes, I—” I have a brief moment of alarm where I can’t remember if I packed my pills this morning, but then I pick up my purse from the passenger seat, hear them rattling inside.

“Yes,” I repeat. “My doctor put me on a new prescription, though. My old one wasn’t working.”

Mara chuckles. “Sounds like this one’s not doing too great, either.”

I’m about to shrug the comment aside, but then I stop. Could that be what this is, a side effect of my change in medication? Is my brain just mixing its signals, firing off incorrect messages as it adjusts to the new chemicals? My panic softens at the thought. In a few moments, my breath comes more gently. Because, if I’m honest, my brain has always done this. It’s the reason I went on medication in the first place. I’m always leaping from ordinary sights to sinister assumptions. I see a construction worker descending through a manhole and I’m sure there’ll be an explosion that traps him underground. I see a woman pedaling in the bike lane and I’m positive a bus will hit her.

Eric says I’m an unreliable narrator, especially when it comes to my own life. I get a mosquito bite, and I’m convinced I have West Nile. I cough two times and I’m certain it’s bronchitis. I spiral. I get stuck in all the wrong grooves. I see something as innocent as a father pulling his daughter toward safety, and I flash to a disembodied arm snatching a girl away.

“So is it my turn now?” Mara asks. “Can I get to the reason I called?”

“Uh, yeah. Sure. Sorry.”

I check my mirrors and pull back onto the road. I don’t see Astrid anywhere.

“Ted tells me you’re headed there to help him pack,” Mara says. “Because apparently he’s become a cliché overnight. Moving to Florida… How conventional.”

She groans, and in the background, I hear someone announce that a Bikram yoga class will start in ten minutes.

“Are you on one of your cruises?” I ask.

Mara’s been obsessed with spiritual cruises for years. She and Ted separated when I was in high school, and ever since, she’s been tetherless. Where once she couldn’t stand leaving her studio for more than a few hours at a time, now she hops from ship to ship, living off a steady diet of qigong exercises, psychic readings, and daily Reiki.

“Yes, I have my yoga soon, so I have to hurry this along,” Mara says. “I need you to do me a favor.”

“Okay…”

“As it turns out, Ted’s being a bit of a copycat with his move. My spiritual adviser has been urging me to make a move myself. Find a different studio space. ‘A steadier place to land,’ she calls it. And when I told Ted about my decision last week, he called me back two hours later to announce he was selling the house.”

“Wow,” I say. “So you won’t be following Ted to Florida then?”

“Me in Florida?” Mara’s laughter thunders in my ear. “Never.”

“Yeah, I can’t really picture you there,” I concede. “Or Ted, for that matter. But I guess I assumed you’d set up shop wherever he goes.”

Separated but never actually divorced, Ted and Mara still share a house, though in the last decade, I’ve only seen Mara there a handful of times. She mostly uses it as her home base between cruises, spending a few nights on a cot in her studio before setting sail again. But Ted insisted on the phone last week that she would “find her own way” once he sold the property. I guess he was right.

“Our living arrangement has long been a measure of convenience,” she says. “And now Ted is insisting that you pack up my studio right away. He’s annoyed with me, I think, for being the first of us to make a permanent change. My spiritual adviser says his pride must be bruised, so he needs to act as if he doesn’t care—hence, selling the house, emptying out my studio. So do me a favor and don’t let him touch my art. He knows he’s not allowed in there, but maybe he thinks the rules have changed because we’re moving. But no. They haven’t. He’ll only bungle the whole thing up. You’re much more careful than he is, so pack up the pottery and prints, won’t you, dear? Leave the Break Room for me, though. I’ll have to figure out what to do with all that. Who knows—maybe I’ll leave it as is. Drive up the value of the house.”

As she laughs, I picture her Break Room, the place in her studio where the cracks in her marriage first started to show. It was named for the broken pieces of pottery Mara glued to the ground. I wonder if the floor still looks too sharp to walk on. If my feet would come away with cuts like they did when I was young.

“Anyway, can you do that, dear? I’d say it could wait until I’m back—our ship docks at the end of the week—but you know how Ted is when he gets something in his head. He was actually nagging me to fly home from our next stop. I swear, that man…”

“Yes, that’s fine. I’ll take care of it.”

“Oh, that’s lovely, thank you. And remember… gallery pieces… because the… has to go on top of… but I think there are extras.”

“Mara? You’re breaking up. I’m getting too close to the house.”

“… hear me… the gallery pieces? You have to—”

The line goes dead, and I’m not surprised. The cell reception in Cedar has always been terrible. The only tower that reaches us isn’t even in town; it’s across the border in Duxbury. This is just one way that going back to Cedar always feels like going back in time. In Boston, no one I know has a landline, but here, it’s still a necessity.

I want to think about Astrid, reconcile the vividness of those reaching hands, that flash of an arm around her waist, with the tricks I’ve learned my anxiety plays. I want to return to Mara’s quip about my meds, let it keep convincing me that the dream is just a dream. The wrong synapses firing. But I’m nearly to Ted’s house now. I pass the antiques store with the metal pig out front, the fire department with its sign for a spaghetti dinner. I pass the llama farm and feel the familiar catch of breath in my throat. The woods are just ahead. If I walked straight into them, I could walk for fifteen miles. Never pass another person or house. Get lost, maybe. Never find my way out.

These woods have always rattled me. They darken the road, obstructing the sun with their trees. They make my stomach churn, and even now, I feel a swirl of nausea. Once, when I was thirteen, I asked Ted as we drove by them, “Did someone die in there?”

He looked at me. His eyes held something eerie in them. “You feel it?” he asked.

“Feel what?”

“Here. Let’s stop for a minute. I’ll tell you the story.”

He pulled over and got out of the car, heading straight into the woods. I didn’t want to follow him through those dense leaves and thick branches, stepping on twigs that snap at your feet, but I wanted even less to be left alone. I hurried after him, careful not to brush against the poison ivy that I knew must be everywhere.

“It’s over here,” Ted said. He pointed to something, but all I saw were trees. It was early afternoon, a sunny day, but I would have believed it was dusk.

“Now, this may be difficult to hear,” he started.

And then he told me anyway. The story of a couple that got lost while hiking. As soon as it got dark, they grew ravenously hungry. It hit them out of nowhere, like a curse whispered by the wind. Their stomachs, the husband later told police, felt like bottomless wells. Their bones shone through their skin in the moonlight.

“See this tree?” Ted said, pointing to one with an engraving in it: J + L. “They came in this way. Same as we did. Ordinary people like you and me. Except—these woods… they change you.”

“Change you?” I echoed, wrapping my arms around myself. “What do you mean?”

His eyes glinted, twin sparks igniting. “Shh-shh-shh,” he said. “Listen.”

The husband was convinced they wouldn’t make it through the night unless they found something to sufficiently fill their stomachs. But not a single animal scurried by. Leaves did nothing. Berries were no better than air. The wife, weakened by her hunger, eventually passed out, leaving the husband to search for sustenance on his own. Hours went by, and still there was nothing. The husband became desperate and deranged, his body feverish with starvation.

“But the wife, you see,” Ted said, “was six months pregnant. And the husband had a knife.”

I dropped to the mossy ground. Closed my eyes and covered my ears. I screamed so I couldn’t hear the ending, even though I’d already guessed what it was. Hunger that makes you a monster. Parents and weapons. I screamed until my throat felt ripped to shreds.

Then Ted’s hand was on my shoulders. He shook me until I opened my eyes and looked up at him, towering over me like just another tree.

“That was an Experiment, Fern. Now come on, let’s get back to the house so I can interview you while the fear is still fresh.”

As he walked away from me, I was momentarily soothed. The story wasn’t real. Of course it wasn’t. Hunger curses, fathers that carve their child right out of the womb—how could I have believed it?

“So nobody died in here?” I called after Ted, brushing the dirt off my legs as I stood.

He turned. Walked backward toward the car so he could see me as he spoke. “I’m sure lots of people have died in here,” he said.



The woods stop at the edge of Ted’s property. Or rather, Ted’s property is an acre-deep notch set into the woods. The trees keep going for another couple miles, with other houses perched on open lots along the way, and if I were to keep driving, I’d eventually get to The Diner, to Rusty’s, to the tiny high school from which I graduated in a class of fifty. But I’ve reached Ted’s driveway now, that steep dirt slope, and I have to make the turn.

As I drive up, I see him sitting on the porch swing, a book in his hands. My heart kicks for a second. He’s been waiting for me; things are already different. When Eric and I visit, we usually have to let ourselves in, wait around in the dim, dusty living room until Ted comes down the stairs, announcing that he’d forgotten we were coming.

But now, he waves without looking up as I park. His eyes linger on a page before he turns it, folds the corner down, and stands. I’m gathering up my purse when I notice him scratching hard at his wrist. Same as I did last night. Ted’s fingers rake over his skin, but unlike me, his itching has a physical cause: the red patches of psoriasis snaking along his arms.

I glance at my own wrist, at my faint pink scratches, and the dream from last night replays. The images are sharper now, as if brought into focus by the flash I had on the road.

Astrid’s hands were reaching. Astrid’s waist was grabbed by a too-tight arm. Astrid’s wide, terrified eyes were begging for help.

The nausea surges up, even stronger than before, and I open the car door just in time to lean over and puke onto the dirt.

“Well,” Ted says from the porch. “Okay then. Welcome home.”



OEBPS/e9781982130411/fonts/Roboto-Bold.ttf


OEBPS/e9781982130411/fonts/EBGaramond-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/e9781982130411/fonts/Roboto-Italic.ttf


OEBPS/e9781982130411/fonts/Roboto-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/e9781982130411/fonts/Roboto-Medium.ttf


OEBPS/e9781982130411/xhtml/nav.xhtml

        
Contents



		Cover


		Title Page


		Dedication


		Chapter One


		Chapter Two


		Chapter Three


		Chapter Four


		Chapter Five


		Chapter Six


		Chapter Seven


		Chapter Eight


		Chapter Nine


		Chapter Ten


		Chapter Eleven


		Chapter Twelve


		Chapter Thirteen


		Chapter Fourteen


		Chapter Fifteen


		Chapter Sixteen


		Chapter Seventeen


		Chapter Eighteen


		Chapter Nineteen


		Chapter Twenty


		Chapter Twenty-One


		Chapter Twenty-Two


		Chapter Twenty-Three


		Acknowledgments


		‘Thicker Than Water’ Teaser


		About the Author


		Copyright







Guide



		Cover


		Start of Content


		Title Page


		Dedication


		Acknowledgments


		About the Author


		Copyright








		III


		V


		VI


		VII


		VIII


		1


		2


		3


		4


		5


		6


		7


		8


		9


		10


		11


		12


		13


		14


		15


		16


		17


		18


		19


		20


		21


		22


		23


		24


		25


		26


		27


		28


		29


		30


		31


		32


		33


		34


		35


		36


		37


		38


		39


		40


		41


		42


		43


		44


		45


		46


		47


		48


		49


		50


		51


		52


		53


		54


		55


		56


		57


		58


		59


		60


		61


		62


		63


		64


		65


		66


		67


		68


		69


		70


		71


		72


		73


		74


		75


		76


		77


		78


		79


		80


		81


		82


		83


		84


		85


		86


		87


		88


		89


		90


		91


		92


		93


		94


		95


		96


		97


		98


		99


		100


		101


		102


		103


		104


		105


		106


		107


		108


		109


		110


		111


		112


		113


		114


		115


		116


		117


		118


		119


		120


		121


		122


		123


		124


		125


		126


		127


		128


		129


		130


		131


		132


		133


		134


		135


		136


		137


		138


		139


		140


		141


		142


		143


		144


		145


		146


		147


		148


		149


		150


		151


		152


		153


		154


		155


		156


		157


		158


		159


		160


		161


		162


		163


		164


		165


		166


		167


		168


		169


		170


		171


		172


		173


		174


		175


		176


		177


		178


		179


		180


		181


		182


		183


		184


		185


		186


		187


		188


		189


		190


		191


		192


		193


		194


		195


		196


		197


		198


		199


		200


		201


		202


		203


		204


		205


		206


		207


		208


		209


		210


		211


		212


		213


		214


		215


		216


		217


		218


		219


		220


		221


		222


		223


		224


		225


		226


		227


		228


		229


		230


		231


		232


		233


		234


		235


		236


		237


		238


		239


		240


		241


		242


		243


		244


		245


		246


		247


		248


		249


		250


		251


		252


		253


		254


		255


		256


		257


		258


		259


		260


		261


		262


		263


		264


		265


		266


		267


		268


		269


		270


		271


		272


		273


		274


		275


		276


		277


		278


		279


		280


		281


		282


		283


		284


		285


		286


		287


		288


		289


		290


		291


		292


		293


		294


		295


		296


		297


		298


		299


		300


		301


		302


		303


		304


		305


		306


		307


		308


		309


		310


		311


		312








OEBPS/e9781982130411/images/9781982130411.jpg
o

“[A] haunting thriller.” —POPSUGAR

" MEGAN COLLINS

AUTHOR OF THE WINTER SISTER
¢g‘





OEBPS/e9781982130411/images/title.jpg
behind
the red door

A Novel

MEGAN COLLINS

ATRIA BOOKS
New York London Toronto Sydney New Delhi





OEBPS/e9781982130411/fonts/Roboto-MediumItalic.ttf


OEBPS/e9781982130411/fonts/EBGaramond-Italic.ttf


