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“I am getting angry enough to do something desperate.”
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Chapter 1




In my house, there is a room. 

Someone’s room. 

A room where bad things happened. 

I stand in this room where I'm positive bad things happened, only I can't remember what those bad things are, and I lift my hands, extending them above my head while I rise to my toes. My fingers stretch toward the ceiling, reaching for something, anything. Elusive memories tickle my fingers, dancing just beyond reach. These walls, my only friends, taunt me with their laughter, destroying me slowly.

There is no furniture in here. When Liam’s home, the door remains closed. Locked, he thinks, but I know better. It’s one of the few secrets that is mine and not ours.

I spend hours in the room when he’s away, staring at the faded floral wallpaper. I study the pattern with the moss green background. Thorny vines twist and weave through delicate roses in various stages of bloom, the pinks and greens now muted. 

If I look long enough, If I stare hard enough, the pattern comes alive. The thorny ivy unfurls from the wall and wraps itself around me, winding up my legs, torso, neck, and face until the air touches no sliver of skin. The thick ropes entangle me and pull me closer until my body is the light, and the water, and the carbon dioxide keeping the wall flowers alive, keeping their pattern neat and tidy, though not always. I am the wall, the wall is me, an intricate piece of its anatomy.

The flowers feed on my body and exhale sweet oxygen into the room. The house groans and moans with pleasure as if to say, “Thank you.”

I can always sense when there is nothing left of me to feed on. The exact moment my skin is no longer the suit holding in my organs, and bones, and blood and becomes a wrinkled, empty husk. 

In the seconds before I’m certain the vines will come, a desire to take a hatchet to the wall overwhelms me. 

But I have no hatchet, so I stand and stare, and study, awaiting my fate.

Today I’ve found something different. I pick at a corner of the wallpaper with my fingernail where the glue has loosened. The wall is rejecting the vines and the flowers, like a heart from a corpse, placed in the chest of a stranger by carefully trained hands in a sterile operating room. The host body unaware the new organ doesn’t belong.

My fingertips could press harder and rip. Tear the roses from the wall and see what’s beneath them. The wall dimples at my touch, its thin membrane straining against the increased force.

Another day.

This empty room, which hasn’t always been empty, holds secrets that one day it will share. It’s why I continue to visit. Why I allow myself to become one with the room. 

I wasn’t always this way, but circumstances beyond my control have forced me to become a patient woman. Time has become my most abundant possession. 

Until these walls are ready to whisper their secrets into my ear, I wait, and I watch, and I listen. When the walls determine I’m ready, they will tell me the secrets I’m not ready to hear.








  
  
Chapter 2




The food is getting cold. I hope he comes home soon. 

Metal scrapes, a bolt slides, the door opens.

I sit on my hands; perhaps he won’t notice their shaking.

The quiet room makes his steps thunderous. I can’t help but flinch at each thud. I’m used to spending my days alone with the creaks and groans. Despite my new life, the one where I no longer leave this house, I do have the walls to keep me company, and for that, I am grateful. Most days.

I am Willow. This much I know.

There are more things I'm sure of. The house with the room where bad things happened was once my parents'. As a child, I lived here with them, and now I live here with my husband Liam. Outside, behind this house that I loved and still love, is a garden that I love even more. Liam, I think I love him, but that belongs on the list of uncertainties. A collection that grows since things became … different. Since I stopped stepping beyond my front door and into a world that I'm no longer part of.

Every day, I wake up in this house that was once my parents’, tend to a garden that I know I love, then to the husband whom I think I love. 

Tonight, like every night, dinner spreads before me on our maple dining room table. My curls are pulled back in an attempt at a neat bun, though I prefer my hair down. Glimpses of an earlier time, an earlier life, lead me to believe Liam preferred it that way once, too. Perhaps he still does. However, for dinner, Liam insists my hair is pulled back and away from my face, but most importantly, away from his food. He once found a strand in his soup. My fingers dug into the edge of the table as he pulled the red hair from his mouth. The strand seemed endless, my knuckles whitening with each emerging inch, until finally, he placed it beside his bowl. If looks had sounds, his would have broken glass.

I was afraid to speak; I was afraid not to speak. The latter won out. I apologized, and I never made that mistake again.

So now I pull my curls back. Life is easier when uncomfortable situations are avoided. However, my curls, like me, are not easily tamed. Does that sound like a bold statement coming from a woman who hasn’t left her home in … I’m unsure of how long? I stand by it. 

I will add my spirit to the list of cherished things that have not been lost. My spirit, unlike my body, is wild and free. And a spirit is much harder to shackle.

I’ve made his favorite. The safest option. I’ve done too much thinking today to find the strength for apologies.

Have I gotten it wrong? Is meatloaf my favorite and not his?

I'm only forty-two, but my memories lost their color years ago, fading to gray before turning translucent. Twenty years of marriage may have grown hazy, but I don't think he's ever complained on meatloaf night.

His steps are closer. It’s too late if I’ve gotten it wrong.

My wrist flicks as if I’m brushing away the thought, a silly thought for a silly woman. I’m constantly letting those mind-spiders in to weave their webs of paranoid thoughts. 

At least, that’s what Liam tells me. I hold my head in my hands and wonder if he’s right, or if he’s the spider crawling around in there uninvited. I quickly drop them, hoping he hasn’t noticed.

My eyes shift from the table to Liam’s approaching figure. At the end of the table, my seat gives me an unobstructed view of the front door, the living room, and the picture window that extends the length of the sofa. Liam’s seat, at the opposite end of the table, gives him a view of me and the kitchen. From this vantage point, he can also glimpse the window overlooking our backyard, where my garden waits patiently while I attend to the house. 

My face wears a painfully fake welcoming expression. Another thing I hope he won't notice. The sound of his footsteps doesn't belong, and I resist the urge to cover my ears. The space from the front door to the table isn't far, yet the thudding stretches on for far too long. Each strike is like fingers slamming random piano keys in the middle of a perfect song, destroying the melody. Worse, they mirror the phantom footsteps that haunt my dreams, always approaching down that endless hallway where I wait, trapped at its end.

The closer he gets, the more my cheeks ache. I won’t be able to maintain this masquerade much longer. If he notices my discomfort, he’ll ask what’s causing it, and he won’t understand my answer. I could tell him about the dreams or even that he’s ruining the sounds of the house. But he’d get that look of his, sad, confused, pitying, and angry, all mixed into one. I’d start talking too fast, making it all worse. Much, much worse. Dinner would get colder. The night would be ruined.

I’ve forgotten where I am, too distracted by thoughts of that long, cold hallway I can’t escape. I don’t even realize at first that he’s towering above me. His greeting makes me jump in my seat.

Thankfully, I remember myself. Head tilted up, I smile into his soft kiss on my lips. 

His chair scrapes back as he settles into it, spreading a white cloth napkin across his lap. “Smells delicious.” His lips split, revealing perfectly straight teeth, except for one slightly crooked incisor. I tip my chin to my chest, a small motion that could easily be missed. Liam isn’t the type to miss things. 

“What have you done with your day?” he asks, but not in his normal, cheerful way, the words are laced with suspicion.

“Oh, the usual.” I am the breeze outside. A breeze has no worries. It tickles faces and wiggles leaves. 

He looks at me for two breaths too long, then picks up his utensils and begins eating. 

I study him like we’re in a laboratory and he’s my specimen. The way he carves the meatloaf as if it’s a steak, the smooth motion of the fork to his mouth. The flex of his jaw while his teeth mash the meat, and the bobbing of his Adam’s apple as he swallows it down.

“Not hungry?” he asks. Again, it’s how he’s saying it and not what he says. His words are a tick sucking the truth from my blood. 

My eyebrows squish together. I part my lips to ask him why he’s asked me this, and then I look down at my untouched food. I’ve forgotten to eat.

Fork in hand, I stab it into the hunk of ground beef and scoop up a mouthful. I chew each bite methodically, forcing down the flavorless lumps until my teeth meet a film they can’t break. 

Saw, scoop, chew, swallow. He sits across from me as something slides across my tongue. Something that is wrong, that isn't food, more like a slippery sheath of skin. I spit out the foreign object and hold it in a trembling hand. 

Liam places his silverware on the table. “Willow, love, have you been eating flowers again?” 

“What? No. I don’t understand …” Yet my hand holds a wet rose petal.

He chuckles to himself and takes another bite. 

I look from him to my empty hand. There is no petal, only a partially chewed glob of meatloaf. 

It’s happening again.

Beyond his shoulder, the picture window above our couch frames the evening.

Outside, someone could cup their hands around their eyes and peer through the glass. They’d see only a portrait of ordinariness, an unremarkable snapshot to be casually observed, perhaps envied. A husband and wife enjoying their dinner. Each has completed their daily duties: the wife has cleaned, and cooked, and will soon clean again, the husband has earned the money, and the house has kept the wife company. 

That person could take a picture and capture that ordinary moment, freezing it in time.

A picture is worth a thousand words. However, the words that go unspoken are the most important ones.








  
  
Chapter 3




The linoleum is cool on my bare feet, its geometric pattern of interlocking mustard yellow circles and rust orange octagons faded against the cream background. Years of pacing between sink and stove have worn paths through its pattern, telling stories of countless meals prepared and dishes washed. As I rinse each dish, the cries outside rise from beneath the garden, skitter across the lawn, and tap on the window above the sink, making it impossible to concentrate on the task at hand. Something or someone has disturbed them. I squint. Liam could be out there right now. He must have snuck past when I wasn't looking. I let a plate clatter into the sink, lean forward, cup my hands around my eyes, and peer into the dark backyard. A half-hidden figure hunches next to the garden. My hands ball into fists. It's  him.

“What are you looking at?” 

I startle, spinning with my hand clasped to my pounding heart. “Liam!” A quick glance over my shoulder and out the window. I could have sworn … 

He probably was out there. He caught me watching and ran back inside, using the shadows as his cloak. I didn’t hear the door open. That’s how he did it.

He shakes his head and steps so close I can smell the faint musk of aftershave he applied to his cheeks and the cologne he sprayed on his collar this morning. His arm stretches across my back to adjust the faucet from hot to cold. I grip the counter to stop myself from pushing him away. Palms itching to find his chest, moments before I act, he fills a glass with water and steps back, saving us both from another uncomfortable discussion.

The rustle of fabric on leather as Liam settles into his chair in the living room and distant voices from the TV are the permission I need to pull out the elastic holding back my hair and shake my curls free. Liam doesn’t like when I visit my garden after dinner. He prefers our routine. Tonight is a night I choose not to care. I walk on my toes and, as slowly as I can, I wrap my fingers around the metal doorknob. Muscles coiled like snakes ready to defend themselves, I pause. When the only sound is the people trapped in the television and the creaks from him shifting in the old armchair, when I’m sure he won’t return to tell me to wash my hands, or finish the dishes, or ask me what I’m doing, I slip into the backyard. The moon hasn’t chased away the warm summer air, but a pleasant breeze makes it bearable. 

A bit of freedom—and the thrill of rule-breaking—chases the fear of getting caught in the woods, away from my chest, and my stomach, and my head.

I must be fast, though. He doesn’t want me spending time with them when he’s home.

The night air caresses my face as I hurry across the damp grass. My bare feet sink into the soft earth with each step. The moon hangs heavy and full, casting an eerie silver glow. Shadows dance at the edges of my vision, shapeless forms that seem to whisper and beckon, urging me forward.

I reach the garden, and a sense of calm settles over me. They sense it, too; their high-pitched screams have softened to restless mews. Here, among the flowers and the rich soil, my body anchors itself, as if my legs are stems planting me next to my flowers. My keepers of secrets, they are the guardians of the things I love most in this world. 

Knees in the soft dirt, hands splayed in front of me, I lean down, listening to the whispers beneath the delphiniums. Their deep purple looks almost black in the moonlight. The marigolds are little orange suns beside them. The bacopa’s stems have tiny fingers grasping for mine as my own fingers strip them of their fuzzy leaves. Tomorrow I’ll make tea with them, I tell myself, filling my skirt pockets with the collection. The leaves are good for retrieving memories.

A lullaby emerges from the place it's made its home, the notes sink one by one into the soil where they have been waiting, hungry to absorb my familiar hum.

I halt. A creeping Charlie has crept its way up between my petunias. The intruder’s flowers try their best to hide amongst the colorful flowers. They are nothing but poor mimics, impersonators. I sit back on my legs and shake my head. This won’t do. Could this be why they’re so restless? I spend the next few minutes carefully extracting the unwelcome guest; if you don’t remove the roots, creeping Charlie will continue to creep, budding new clones, invading your garden forever.

My loves lie buried beneath my garden. They only like flowers. I’ve tried planting vegetables. Fresh peas and carrots would have been lovely to cook with. But the afternoon I planted a few rows of seeds, I hadn’t even reached the kitchen’s threshold before their protests filled the still backyard. I ran. My fingers plunged into the loose topsoil, rich with organic matter to help the innocent seeds grow into robust food. I didn’t stop until every unwelcome visitor was extracted.

“Willow, love, why don’t you come in? It’s dark, and it’s almost time for bed.”

I whip my head around and glare at my husband. “It’s your fault I’m out here to begin with.”

“What’d you say? Come here so I can hear you.”

The yellow glow from the kitchen is so bright behind him, that he’s a black silhouette looming in the doorway; hovering and creeping. I glance at the pile of extracted creeping Charlie and smirk to myself. If only I could extract him and throw the pieces bit by bit into a pile.

As I push myself to my feet, I wipe the dirt from my hands in the folds of my skirt. I soften my glare and speak louder this time. Honey drips from my words. “They should be fine now. Just a bit of trouble getting them to sleep, is all.”

I’m close enough now that the light no longer consumes his features. Liam opens his mouth to speak, but I can practically see the cogs in his skull slowing their turn and changing his mind. He shakes his head and walks back into the house.

“Have you been out there today?” I ask, following him into the kitchen.

He pinches the bridge of his nose.

My hand twitches at my side, thumb and fingers curling, ready to reach down his throat and rip the saliva-slickened truth from it. The accusations spin around in my head. I want to say more, insist that I saw him earlier while I was washing the dishes, but the words tangle behind my molars before they can leap from my tongue and crawl over him.

“I should get the dishwasher loaded.” The urge to run back outside is static beneath my skin. I ignore it and close the door. If I don’t move quickly, their cries will be too tempting. I won’t be able to resist.

“Wash your hands first.” The bite is back, making his words staccato notes. Staccato is ‘detached’ in Italian. Sometimes facts will pop into my head. Someone I used to know was a musician. Was it me? Did I play an instrument? I shrug for no one. His detached words are perfect in this moment, as that’s exactly what I do internally. 

You’re dissociating again, Willow. My fingernails dig half-moons into my palms as I focus all my rage at the wall, trying to smother its voice with the weight of my hatred. Shut up, you. My gaze rips from the wall, and I shuffle to the bathroom to oblige Liam. Because the bathroom sink is for handwashing and the kitchen sink is for dishwashing. This is the way. An unspoken rule. There is no sense in arguing with him. 

The muddy footprints tracked through the house will annoy him, but of all his rules, that is the one I refuse to follow. The forest-green waterproof boots he bought me, sit lonely and unused next to the back door. His head is probably pivoting like an owl, attention snapping from the pristine boots to the dark trails across his spotless floor. Spotless, no thanks to him, so it really should be me feeling the way I know he's feeling. He'll check once, twice, three times. Can't make sense of it, can he? Why those perfectly good boots sit there untouched, while my bare feet paint paths across his precious floor. Where he sees filth, I see a trail of white pebbles, then a trail of breadcrumbs to help two children abandoned in the forest by their parents find their way home. 

He can fuss, and mumble, and complain to the walls. 

They’re very good listeners. I’ve been confiding in them for years.

By the time I finish in the small half bathroom next to the stairs, Liam is back in the living room, in his chair in front of the TV. His attention shifts from the show he’s watching to me. He’s burrowing again. His gaze is tiny threads woven by those spiders, sticky enough to capture buried thoughts.  

“Can I get you anything?” I ask. He gives me that look, the one where his eyes say so much without his lips having to move even the slightest.

“Finish your chores and come sit with me.” 

On TV, an actress says something funny, an unseen audience laughs. The actress is real, but is the audience? Or is this another illusion meant to make the scene seem more real? 

I return to the sink with the half-finished dishes, washing each plate and utensil by hand until they’re as sterile as an operating room. Then, into the dishwasher they go for an unnecessary second wash. I wash until my hands are red and raw, like the ground beef I pounded into meatloaf earlier. Staring out the window above the sink, my gaze never leaves my garden.

“What have you done with your day?” he asks when I can’t put it off any longer, when there isn’t a single crumb left to be washed down the sink, when I finally join him, sitting on the couch before the large picture window.

My skin is stretched so tight it itches. My heel taps. “You’ve already asked me that.”

He rubs his chin. “Did I?”

I squint, trying to see if the light is playing tricks on me or if his pupils have expanded, taking over the brown irises and turning them black.

“Why are you doing this?” This is so many things. But there are too many to list.

“Not tonight, Willow.” He sighs. “I’ve had a long day at work.”

Now it’s my turn to contemplate, and no, I decide I’m not ready to drop it. I don’t care what kind of day he’s had at work. “You can’t lie to me.” 

It’s only just dawned on me; I’ve forgotten what he does for work. My fingers slip into my pocket until they find the bacopa leaves and stroke their damp edges. Tomorrow I’ll make a tea, and the memories will begin to return. 

He leans forward in his chair, and I swear he’s sneering. His face rearranges itself so quickly, perhaps I’m mistaken. He’s a concerned husband upset with himself for upsetting his wife. “Lie to you about what?” he asks.

About … everything. 

“The garden,” I say, but doubt scratches my brain with its sharp fingernails. 

My eyes saw him outside, but he was inside behind me so fast, way too fast for a man to move. And there’s also the problem with the petal I almost choked on, that may not have been there. I shake my head, now questioning the entire evening.

“I’d like to go to the grocery store tomorrow,” I say. “It’s been so long since I’ve been out.” I spin the thin gold band on my left ring finger. I already know the answer.

Liam leans back in his chair, not even looking at me. Bored by these questions that I always ask and having to deliver answers that never change. “Not after last time. You’re not ready.”

“I can’t live like this for—”

“It won’t be forever. Just not tomorrow.”

I lower my chin to my chest and think of everything I’d like to do to him, most of which end with him buried in our backyard.

He turns up the volume on the TV, my signal to shut up and wait. I wasn’t even talking. Were my thoughts too loud? Perched on the edge of the couch, back straight, the colors on the screen blend together while my mind is far, far away.

A minute, an hour, a year passes. It’s hard to tell. I’m not in my living room; I’m in my head in another life. Happy. Peaceful. 

With them.

“I’ll prepare your bath.” His scrutiny seeps into my bones. 

The TV is now off. He’s no longer in his chair. His expression doesn’t betray his thoughts, so I have no clue how long he’s been standing over me and if he’s about to yell at me for ignoring him. Or if it all just happened this very second—him turning off the TV, him standing and walking over, him looking at me, then him telling me what I’m to do next. 

I walk upstairs to sit on the bed in the same position as on the couch, perched on the edge, spine straight, each vertebra made of steel, each ligament fused titanium, while Liam runs the bath.

I lower myself into too-cold water and hug my knees while he washes my back with a sudsy washcloth. 

“You’re good, Willow. You just make bad choices.”

I agree with him. I tell him I understand. That I’ll try harder. Even though I have no idea if he’s referring to bad choices I’ve made tonight or the collection of bad choices he’s been keeping in his pockets. There’s no point in arguing or asking. I won’t believe him regardless of what he says. Most importantly, the knowledge won’t change anything.

This compliance seems to please him. He doesn’t make me sit in the freezing water until my bones turn to icicles and my blood slush. He helps me from the bath and wraps me in a towel before slipping a nightgown over my head and leading me to bed.

Liam hands me a glass of water and my medication. He opened and closed the lid of the pill holder too fast for me to see which letter he’s retrieved them from. I wash five pills down, happy knowing that it won’t take them long to pull me into a deep sleep, hopeful I won’t get lost in the cold hallway with the footsteps that never bring their owner close enough to reveal their identity. He tucks me in, and it doesn’t take long before my body sinks deeper into the mattress. 

Right as I'm about to fall asleep, a hazy image of Liam reaches into my skirt pocket, the one I took off before my bath and foolishly left on the floor. I'd bare my teeth if my jaw weren't already too slack to obey. It's fine. All is okay. Tomorrow, when he's gone, when Liam has crept away, I can gather more memory-retrieving leaves, leaving us alone with our thoughts and our plans.








  
  
Chapter 4




The room is too dark to determine what time it is. Liam is gone. He always is by the time I open my eyes and roll out of bed. Work, he claims. Always work. I have no idea what he does, but I thank the walls, and the sun, and the stars, and all the things for whatever job takes him away every day. I shudder to think of spending both days and nights with him. 

The thought feels like shoes forced onto bare feet. I push myself fully out of bed and go about my morning routine. Showered and teeth brushed, I put on a tank top and jean overalls. 

The second the metal loop snaps around the silver button, I’m pulled back to a time before now. Liam and I in this same room, with me wearing these same overalls. He walks over and tugs one of the straps. 

“You a farmer now?” he asks with no malice. 

“They’re comfy,” the Willow stranger says with a laugh. 

“They’re cute, and so are you.” He leans in and presses his lips against my forehead.

There’s a flutter inside my belly. I remember liking that Liam and that life. Before I’ve had a chance to enjoy him and it, he’s gone. I’m left staring at the space his ghost just occupied. 

My hand pauses midway to the door handle. There is a possibility, one I’d be remiss to ignore. Liam could be right and I’m safer in here than out there. Not in this bedroom, I do know this much, but in this house. Fragments of the incident flash in my mind, and I resist slamming my head against the door to make them go away. There’s a reason I have turned into a caged bird, and while I don’t fully remember, I am fairly certain it’s my fault. 

It’s unfair. The good comes in flashes and sparks, almost completely gone, but the bad has managed to hang on tight. Even when the details are foggy, the feeling is always there, souring my stomach and rolling around my chest.

The door swings open, fear that these regrets could grow from the floor’s wooden panels and chain me to this room for the rest of the day propels me forward.

He loves you. He cares. This is for your own protection. Are those my thoughts or Liam’s? Another quieter voice whispers, don’t trust him, don’t trust him, don’t trust him. I place a gentle hand on the rough plaster of the hallway wall to thank them. 

Their loyalties remain unclear, but they're my only friends and one can never be too careful.

The routine continues. 

In the kitchen, I make myself coffee, a splash of cream, no sugar. Bitterness suits me.

Steam curls from the mug at our scarred kitchen table, where fragments of family dinners linger, phantom versions of ourselves visible only from the corner of one's eye. You must be paying attention, or you'll miss them. 

I used to move through the world solid, certain, whole. Now light passes through me like echoes of who we were, endlessly repeating our meals. Strange, how memory works: I can't recall when my skin became so translucent, but I do remember the weight of being unbreakable. Each day, I promise myself that I'll find myself again. Day after day after day, I fail.

Still lost in my thoughts, a glint of metal catches my eye. A knife left on the kitchen counter, its blade gleaming in the morning light. Like a moth to flame, I answer its calling, wrapping my fingers around the handle, savoring its weight in my palm. The silver has been polished to perfection. A distorted version of myself stares back from the blade.

Do it, my reflection mouths. 

I nod because I understand. The doppelgänger’s head doesn’t move. A sparkle dances in her eyes, but it could be the light reflecting off the metal.

My other hand wraps around the black handle and my arms extend above my head. I bring them down, but before I can plunge the sharp tip into my abdomen, the knife clatters to the floor. 

I stumble back, arms wrapped protectively around the stomach I almost sliced open, staring at the blade I almost did it with. My hands shake. The knife waits on the floor, too dangerous to touch, too dangerous to abandon where it can tempt me each time I enter the kitchen.

Liam will walk in later and ask what’s for dinner and what I’ve done with my day. The dead can’t speak, so I won’t be able to answer. He’ll step over my body, sprawled on the rust orange and mustard yellow floor, with my organs spilling from a gash opened by my own hands and pour himself a glass of water from the sink. 

I bend, snatch the knife, and slam it away in a drawer. It’s not enough. I grab the knife, run out back, and quickly bury it with my other secrets. Before I can change my mind, I run back inside and to the couch. 

The plaid throw pillow, which matches the pattern on the couch, isn’t much defense against a sharp knife, but I hold it against my torso and rock until I’ve composed myself. 

Perhaps news of the outside world will help. The pillow tossed to the side, I twist and balance on my knees, facing the back of the couch. Leaning forward, I press my forehead against the cool window. The living, solid Willow fuses with the Willow reflected in the glass. 

A newspaper sits on our driveway. The paperboy missed the porch and Liam forgot to bring it in for me. Or he left before it was delivered. I slump back on the couch and wring my hands. If it were spring, or fall, or winter, or any other time, I could run out and grab it without having to hear them. But it's summer, and every step outside means that children's squeals from the lake across the street might race up the dirt path through the trees, skip across the road, and find me on the driveway, reminding me of what I want most in the world but cannot have.

Outside, the world goes on, yet in here, fingers have reached out and grabbed the hands of the clock, holding them still until they gave up and stopped spinning. Reading the newspaper each day is the only connection I have to that world, where time has continued moving as it should.

The newspapers will no longer be my only connection to the past and present. Liam may have stolen the bacopa leaves, plenty more where those come from. I gently shut the door and close my eyes, remembering the women who taught me the healing powers of roots and herbs. 

“Mother.” 

I silently thank the walls for helping me remember the word that is sharp as bile and sweet as summer. They force me to listen and remember as they push the word through my flesh and into my veins, so it can flow through my body and into my thrumming heart. I accept this invasion because today they are my allies.

I stand on a stool so my head can reach above the kitchen counter. They’ve taken me back to a time where my legs were much shorter, my body much smaller. She’s grinding the dried leaves. “I’m not getting any younger, Willow. Gotta keep this mind sharp so your dad doesn’t outwit me.” She winks, and her whole body shakes with laughter. I’m too young to get the joke, but I laugh along all the same. 

“How’re those leaves gonna keep your mind sharp?” child me asks, as my young mind conjured images of the woman’s brain growing spikes. It scared me a bit, but I didn’t tell her that. 

“Why, that’s Mother Nature for you. She’s got all sorts of magic hiding out there.” She motions at the backyard, where her garden is planted. I imagine Mother Nature walking through the garden, planting her seeds of magic with her green dress billowing like she’s floating. 

In the present, her garden has been replaced by mine.

I look around, half expecting and wholly hoping this motherly woman will step from my memories and walk out of the kitchen, telling me who she is and filling in all the blank spaces. My efforts are in vain; I know this. She’s long gone. She was my mother. My mother is dead. This house is not meant for mothers.

My neck heats. If Liam hadn’t stolen the leaves from my skirt, they’d be dried by now and ready to use for tea. I’ll have to make do with fresh leaves and hope its effects aren’t diminished or delayed.

As I approach the garden, a slight breeze rocks the bacopa. I smirk and lightly graze my palm over the tiny white flowers before plucking a fresh handful of memory-healing leaves. 

Back in the kitchen, I fill the kettle and set it to boil. While I wait, I crush the bacopa, rocking the stone mortar until the leaves are a green paste in the pestle. The kettle screams. The water is ready. I scoop the paste into a mug, pour the boiling water over it, then add a few fresh leaves that float on the top. 

The mug warms my palms as I make my way to the living room where I tuck myself into the corner of the couch. Steam coils like incense, carrying promises. The taste of the tea is earthy and bold, not the sharp bite of coffee, but something older, something wiser. A hint of sweetness dances at the edges, taunting the memories and beckoning them to reveal themselves with a gnarled finger, knuckles swollen with centuries of secrets.

I drink slowly, savoring each sip, willing the bacopa to work. 

Empty mug placed on the coffee table, I sit back and glance around the room. Memories remain a flash in the corner of my eye and a whisper in my ear, a conversation down a hall too long for me to make out the words, a child’s laugh from somewhere upstairs, phantom fingers strumming a guitar. 

Disappointment sits heavy in my gut.

With a sigh, I push myself up. There’s nothing left for me in here. I might as well see what’s going on out there.

Our neighbors aren’t really neighbors in the usual sense of the word. The houses here aren’t lined up together, squished close, where everyone knows and sees everything. Most of the original landowners are long gone, old homes sold off to rich families who tore the structures down and rebuilt their massive summer homes that now dot the hills hidden among the trees. The lake and the forest offer them the perfect escape from the city and their lives. Some come for the weekends, some stay the whole summer, and others rent the houses out, only using them a few weeks a year. 

Liam often comes home grumbling about how another house has been sold off, only to be leveled and replaced by a “monstrosity.” He doesn’t like new and shiny. He believes houses should be lived in. That’s what makes them a home. 

He, like me, isn’t a fan of change.

As I stand on the porch, a breeze blows through the surrounding trees, making the leaves shudder.

They watch you from the woods.

I can barely make out the houses nearest to mine through the thick pines. It’s much easier to see them at night when their lights turn on with the setting sun.

The neighbors don’t have to be seen to be heard, laughing, yelling, talking, music, cars, and boats. Monstrosities indeed, I agree with Liam even though he's not here to appreciate my obedience.

The noise is too much. I go back inside, slamming the door behind me. At the window next to the front door, I push the curtain back. The newspaper mocks me, a corpse on our driveway, daring me to step outside and retrieve it.

Determined not to let these summer invaders keep me from what I want and need, I step outside and walk down the porch stairs, humming to myself to drown out their noise. I could follow the bricks to the driveway, but the sprawling green lawn looks much more inviting. The soft earth squishes between my toes. I tip my face to the sky, still humming, and let the sun warm my cheeks. A cumulus cloud slides in front of the sun, casting the entire front yard in its shadow. It rearranges itself into an old woman hunched over a cane, the woman collapses and is replaced by a pile of giant cotton balls. 

A high-pitched squeal snaps my attention to the end of the driveway. Two boys and a girl are bent over, looking at something. One boy grabs a stick and tosses whatever it is that’s captured their attention at the little girl. She runs shrieking into the street. Their laughter is muted by the deafening roar of an approaching truck.

My stomach has jumped off a cliff. The girl stands in the middle of the street, hands on hips, yelling something at the boys who aren’t warning her. They’re laughing, bending over, slapping each other on the back. 

I run and wave my arms above my head. “Get out of the street!”

The boys don’t move. The girl just stands there. 

The ground rushes up. My body hurts, but I don’t care about the pain. My only concern is that I can’t see the children anymore, only the grass whose blades have betrayed me. 

The girl screams. 

Then nothing. 

Silence. 

I shouldn’t look. I must look.

She didn’t listen. I tried to warn her.

I roll on my back, knowing I need to get up. Knowing I’m the adult, it’s my responsibility to help, to do something. Knowing it’s probably too late.

“Uh, you okay lady?” 

My eyes fly open. The boys hover over me. “Why are you asking if I’m okay?”

They exchange a confused look. “You fell,” the other answers as if I’ve asked the dumbest question. But don’t all kids think that the questions adults ask are dumb?

I sit up and look around. “Where is she?”

“Who?” the boy asks.

“The girl.” My voice hardens with control. Stern now. They'll take this seriously when I tell their parents how their bullying caused this tragic accident. Even more so when I describe their callous behavior afterward, their complete lack of remorse. 

“What girl?” he asks, laughing. He could be laughing at me, or he could be laughing to hide his discomfort. I do that sometimes. 

“I’m outta here,” the first one says and runs off. His friend gives me a final once-over before following him.

They’ve killed her, and now her murderers are getting away.

I jump to my feet, but I don’t dare run after them. “Where is she?” I scream at their backs.

“You’re nuts,” the boy yells over his shoulder. They’re both laughing and running. My head whips side to side, searching the road for her mangled body.

My feet carry me down the lawn and across the asphalt before I can reconsider. The ditch is an open wound, infected by the road's debris. She must be deep in that mess, thrown by the truck's force. Broken, and bleeding, and left here to die.

I bend and pick up a stick with shaky hands, sweeping aside what I’m sure has now become a makeshift grave. Slowly I walk down the road, pushing the pine and trash and leaves aside, searching for signs of life … or death.

Finally, I force myself to admit what the boys tried to tell me, yet I refused to hear. There is no girl.

And you thought you could go to the grocery store. The voice in my head is unmistakably Liam’s. 

The walls will know what to do. Those living, breathing things that feed off my loneliness and sadness. I throw myself through the front door and beg them to tell me what is happening.

“It’s getting worse,” I say.

They’ve chosen silence when I need them most. There are days when I welcome this response. Sometimes, their noise is too much, and I sing to block out their competing voices.

Yet the enjoyment of their silence is always short-lived. It always gives way to my grief.

As I become less human, the house becomes more so. 
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