
  
  
Early Praise for Don’t Eat the Pie 


“ Don't Eat the Pie is gothic horror at its most deliciously twisted. It’s weird and wild and so deeply unnerving that I couldn’t help but devour it and keep going back for more.” —Megan Collins, author of The Family Plot.



“Don't Eat the Pie by Monique Asher is unnerving, panicked, claustrophobic and disorienting. Right when you think you've found your footing, the bottom opens and you're plunged into a pit of disquiet. Deliciously eerie.” —Cynthia Pelayo, Bram Stoker Award-winning author of Forgotten Sisters. 



“Don't Eat the Pie is a dark rollercoaster whose twists and turns will leave you breathless, not letting up until the very last page. Asher creates the perfect balance of family drama, occult intrigue, and unrelenting tension in this horror/thriller that is sure to haunt you long after you finish reading. I’m not easily surprised, but this novel had me gasping aloud, as well as squealing with joy, at the delicious twists multiple times. Beside the thrills, Asher’s depiction of the central relationship between mother and daughter pulled at my heartstrings. I know I’ll be gifting this book to all the readers in my life.”—Emma E. Murray, author of Crushing Snails.



“Asher’s Don't Eat the Pie is the unholy offspring of Suspiria and Gilmore Girls, a wickedly entertaining supernatural tale with an unforgettable mother-daughter combo at its heart.” —Patrick Barb, author of Pre-Approved for Haunting and Other Stories.



“Don't Eat the Pie is an extremely assured debut about the destructive power of family ties, false community and the prison that familial duty can build around us, presented in a narrative riddled with sinister secrets, morbid visions, odd neighbours, shifty behaviour and, of course ... pie. I loved it.”—Gemma Amor, author of The Folly.
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The Wedding—Emma


May 31





My fingers are frozen, numb, aching. I keep them beneath the faucet a little longer than necessary and avoid eye contact with the women in the crowded bathroom. The marble walls make everything echo. I wish they would insulate public restrooms.  

How does one person even know this many other people, let alone want them to be at their wedding? What has Mom gotten us into?

“She’s prettier than the other wife,” a woman says under her breath, pulling lipstick from her beaded clutch and fixing her makeup in the mirror. Her lips are bright pink; Barbie chic. 

“Don’t say that. Krysten was beautiful. So tragic what happened to her. It’s nice to see Ben happy, isn’t it?” another woman says. She’s rail-thin, with wavy, blonde locks draping her over shoulders and onto her blue dress. The women’s hips sway in unison as the pair leaves the bathroom. 

That’s a lovely way to speak of the dead.

Dear God or the universe or whatever, please don’t let me be like them. No matter how badly Mom wants us to fit in, I solemnly swear that when I’m an adult I will not become a gossiping waif at a wedding. Amen. 

“Hey, you okay, Emma?” Aunt Becca comes out of the stall directly behind me and takes over the sink I’m standing in front of. 

“Yeah, just … how does Ben know all these people? Do you know all these people?” 

Becca laughs. “I do not.”

She dries her hands, and I follow her back into the hall. The ceiling reaches up several floors with giant, arched, glass doors lining an entire wall. They open to the lawn, framed by sheer white drapes that move like waves in the spring breeze. 

“I know this is weird for you, suddenly being a part of a different family. It’s odd for me, too, but in a whole different way, because I go home with Jax to our little bungalow.” Aunt Becca swipes a glass of champagne off a server’s tray and takes a sip. 

“I’m being indoctrinated into some yuppie cult.” I turn toward her and grab her hand and flash my puppy dog eyes. “Can’t you just kidnap me so I can live with you?” 

“C’mon.” She pulls me out of the doorway onto the marble steps that lead down to the party. Tables draped in white chiffon dot the mossy green lawn. It’s a perfect scene that suits Ben and his family—us, not so much. Becca extends her arm, pointing at Mom, who is laughing with another guest. “Your mom is so happy. I haven’t seen her like this since the moment she saw you for the first time. She’s been with some bad apples, but Ben’s a golden one.”

I seriously doubt that Mom would have been happy to see me. How could she after what she’d been through? Mom loves me, but I know that having me was hard on her. I don’t know the whole story between her and Dad, only that he was a really bad guy and that having me almost killed her. I almost killed her. 

Ben, however, makes her light up like nothing else ever has. I don’t blame her, exactly. If I’m going to have any adult man living under the same roof as me, I’m happy it’ll be Ben. He doesn’t try to be my father. His dad jokes aren’t even that bad. 

“I know. It’s so weird,” I say, looking around at the other girls. They look like Instagram models, and even without filters, they still have flawless skin.  “I don’t know how I’ll fit in. I’m not even sure that I want to.” 

“Your mom feels the exact same way, believe me. We aren’t used to this shit.” Aunt Becca takes another sip from her champagne glass. “You can do it. You’ve done everything else together.” 

“Yeah, yeah.” I sigh, crossing my arms over my chest. Sometimes I wish that she was more of a mom than a friend with complete power over my life. I turn and grab a glass of champagne from the server passing by. 

“Hah! I don’t feel that bad for you, kid.” Aunt Becca takes the flute from me and starts to drink it herself. “Go find Jax and Hannah. Go be kids. Have fun.” 

“Alright. Promise you guys will visit?” 

“Every chance we get. Ben has kindly offered us the use of his frequent flier miles. We’ll probably see each other more than ever.” She smiles, but my heart twists. Maybe she’s right, but I’m leaving behind Hannah, school, and the place I grew up. My life. Aunt Becca’s right: Mom is happy. She glows around Ben, and they get each other. It’s gross. They laugh at everything the other one says. Financially, we won’t have to struggle anymore, either. Mom can finally focus on the things that make her happy instead of picking up extra shifts at the restaurant. 

Everything will be different now. Sometimes, I wonder if Mom ever stopped to consider what this would be like for me. Jax and I have grown up as siblings more than cousins. It feels strange when we don’t see each other for longer than a few days. 

“Emma!” A saccharine southern drawl breaks into my thoughts. It’s Nadine, Ben’s mom. Hannah and Jax are laughing at something across the lawn by the water. Get me out of here. “Emma, honey, can you come over here? I gotta introduce you to my girls.” A gaggle of geese cackle at the table. 

“Sure …” I march toward them, and the women turn, drinks in hand, to stare at me. 

“Girls, this is Samantha’s little girl, Emma. Isn’t she beautiful?” Nadine rises from her seat. She’s older than she looks and is thin and blonde with snow-white skin. Mom says she used to be an actress. She pinches at my cream silk blouse and puts a hand on my waist. I move a little to the right, trying not to shudder.

“Nice to meet you dear; I’m Ginny. I live right across from Nadine on the island. I’m sure we’ll get to know each other over the summer.” The kind-faced older woman sticks her hand out to shake mine. The skin on her hands is spotted and wrinkly, and her nails are the same bright pink as her lips. She doesn’t have a southern accent like Nadine. 

“It’s nice to meet you,” I say. “Gosh, your dress is so cool. I’ve never seen anything like it.” I eye the black lace gown with feathers woven into its fabric jealously. Peacock plume earrings dangle from her sagging lobes. 

“Oh! This old thing. I got it traveling years ago. It’s a long story for another time, but when you come to visit, I’ll let you in on everything,” Ginny says, her voice diving to a whisper. 

“Even if you’re not interested,” Nadine says.

“Sorry, doll, you’re in the family now.” Ginny chuckles. “We’re a package deal.” They all laugh. I do, too, even though I don't really get the joke, hoping they’ll move on to something else—someone else. I feel naked with their eyes on me. “It’ll be great spending so much time with you all this summer.” 

“My mom must not have mentioned it.” Of course, she didn’t; why would she let me in on her grand plan for our summer? I’m an afterthought now. “She said they’d be looking for a new place right after the honeymoon.” 

“Oh, yes.” Nadine waves her hand. “Don’t worry, it’s only an old woman’s hope.” She grabs my hand, and her long, polished nails scratch my wrist. “I do hope we get to know each other better, and when you do come to visit, you’ll entertain some old ladies. We can teach you gin rummy.” 

The women nod in agreement. 

Nadine pulls me in for a hug. She’s warm, but all angles, bony and sharp. Over her shoulder, I catch Mom watching us, a smile curving her lips. Ben nuzzles her cheek. Gag.

“I would be happy to learn, Nadine, and I can teach you Euchre, as my mom taught me. It’s a Michigan thing,” I add. “It gets real dicey in our family. You’ll like it.” 

Nadine leans back and claps her hands together, shaking the gold bracelets on her wrists. “I’d be delighted. Now, go enjoy your time with your friends.” 

I let out a little laugh and curtsy, pushing the charm to the max. I overheard Mom talking earlier to Aunt Becca about how happy she was to finally be a part of a real family. A normal family. She was angry at Grandma for refusing to come and support her. It feels like she wants to leave us all behind and move on. 

“Oh, sweet thing, wait a second. I almost forgot!” Nadine says, walking toward me on the lawn, holding a piece of paper. “This letter came for you at the apartment. I had to run over there for your mom earlier to grab some bobby pins.”

The letter is addressed to me, with no return address.  

“Thanks, Nadine,” I say, stashing the letter away in my front pocket to read later. 

I take off my heeled sandals and run barefoot across the perfectly mowed, perfectly green, perfectly soft grass. I wonder if it’s even real. 

“Emma!” Jax shouts from the edge of the water. “Come over here! You gotta see this!” I push myself between Jax and Hannah to look over the railing. The waterline is made up of broken pieces of concrete stacked on each other.

On top of the concrete slab is a pile of slithering, worm-like things. 

“Eww, what is that?” I ask, straining to see. 

“I don’t know,” Hannah says. “Jax noticed it a minute ago, and we’ve been kind of staring at it since, wondering when it’s going to stop.” 

“Maybe it’s some kind of sea creature washed up on shore,” Jax says, brushing his curly brown hair out of his eyes. 

“You mean lake creature,” I interject. 

“Yeah.” He scratches his head and grimaces. “No, that's not a creature; it's a bunch.” 

“What do you mean?” asks Hannah. 

“It’s snakes,” Jax says. “It’s like a hundred baby snakes.” 

My stomach rolls. 

“They’re all eating something,” Jax says, moving closer with a stick. 

“Jax, don’t,” I say.

“I just want to see.” Jax’s thin, lanky body curves over the things. The fact that he’s a pushy thirteen-year-old isn’t hidden behind the second-hand wool suit he wears like a character from a Wes Anderson movie. He takes the stick and moves a few of the snakes away, and they slither in between the rocks, revealing pale, thin bones. “It’s a snake. They’re eating another snake. Eating all its flesh.” Jax’s mouth hangs agape. 

I grab his shoulder, and he jumps. 

“Fucked up little cannibals,” I say.  

“You think it was alive when they started?” he asks. 

I shrug. 

Jax and Hannah walk away, but I linger. The clink of forks against champagne flutes starts back up again. 

I’d rather watch the cannibal feast. 

They are rapidly breaking down every teeny tiny bit of flesh off of each and every bone—polishing them as they go. Their tails wag in unison like the sex ed videos they play in school, millions of sperm racing for an egg, but one snake moves out of sync with the rest. It slithers slowly as if it's trying to sneak away from the rest unseen, no longer willing to be a part of the annihilation of their mother. A baby snake leaving its family. I hope I get out too, baby snake. Just before the little scaled worm makes it into the crevasse between the stones, one of its kin catches it at the tail. It struggles against its brethren, but another one joins the first, pulling the traitor back to the scene of the slaughter. A third snake slithers out in front of the rebel, still trying to get away. The snake at its tail begins consuming it, bringing it inside itself centimeter by centimeter.

I cover my mouth and close my eyes. When I open them, the only thing left is its tiny struggling head before the whole thing is just— 

“Uh, Emma, you coming?” Hannah shouts. 

“Yeah … yeah,” I say. The tiny rebel vanished inside of the other snake. The surviving snake is puffy and bulging, full with its own sibling. My stomach sours. I shouldn’t have watched that. 

I run toward Jax and Hannah, away from the scene of the massacre. Across the lawn, I rush past the table where Mom and Ben are kissing. The guests laugh and clap. My heart aches; I can’t help but feel like this is the end of my life, the end of things as we knew them. 

“C’mon, Emma!” Hannah grabs my hand and pulls me into the dance, the three of us, hand in hand, with no rhythm or care, just like when we were little kids in the backyard with Grandma, Aunt Becca and Mom giggling in a corner.

I smile and pretend I don’t want to cry, that I don’t already know that nothing will ever be the same. 








  
  

The Honeymoon—Sam


June 3





I cradle my cup and stand sipping, blinking, tempted to pinch myself. I lean against the warm, white railing on the veranda and check my footing, not to ground myself but to admire the yellow and white patterned tile beneath my feet. It’s been forty-five days since my last panic attack. I’ve beaten my record by a whole ten days.  

For the first time, I can believe I’m safe. I, Samantha Steward, am in Italy with my husband, who values me, and would never ever hurt me.

The beep from my watch reminds me it’s time for my pill. I turn back toward the room. Ben is still asleep, face down, with his Roman-quality ass hanging out of the silk sheets. His golden-tanned body is so like those marble figures in museums that it must have been sculpted by the gods. My cheeks are sore from smiling. I reach into my suitcase, pop a pill from the little clear blister, and swallow it with my coffee. 

“What time is it?” Ben groans, lifting his face momentarily from the mattress. “What are you doing out of bed?”

“Oh.” I stare down at my watch. “It is 2:55 Sorrento time and 8:55 our time.” 

“Now, the second part.” He turns over and slaps the bed next to him. 

“I haven’t even brushed my teeth yet—husband.” 

“Hmmm.” He scoots to the end of the bed and grabs my hand. “What if I don’t want to kiss your mouth?” 

“Mr. Steward, you really shouldn’t be so forward.” I grin as my cheeks burn. 

It’s hard to believe that this isn’t a dream. It’s not, right? He pulls me gently back into bed and begins kissing me up and down my neck and chest; his hands grapple for my robe, which he proceeds to slip off before traveling lower, exploring deeper, and I lean into this bliss. 

Afterward, my skin is flush with peach and red blotches, rosy smears of love. Ben struts to the bathroom and starts the shower. I ought to call Emma to check-in. I grab my phone and select her name. She’s sixteen, but this will be the longest I’ve ever been away from her. After several taunting rings, the call rolls to voicemail. 

“Hello, it’s your mother. You may still be sleeping. I hope you’re having fun with Becca and Jax. Call me later; I don’t care what time it is. Love you.” 

I decide to call Becca. 

“Who is this?” Becca asks, her voice loaded with snark. 

“Your sister,” I reply. 

“No, that's impossible,” Becca says. “My sister wouldn’t call me after I told her to relax and enjoy her honeymoon. Nope. My sister would trust that I’ve got everything under control and take the break she needs.” 

“Really,” I say, my hand naturally gravitating to my waist. “Your sister would do that? You sure your sister wouldn’t be anxious to make sure nothing is falling apart without her?” 

There’s a long pause before she answers. “I suppose you’re right. My sister would do that despite knowing she needs to soak in this experience that she’s always deserved. How’s everything?” 

“It’s amazing. You’d just love it here. We have to come back one day.” 

“Sure, when I hit that Mega Millions.” 

“Ben can take us.” 

“Samantha, stop thinking about what’s next and enjoy what you have right now.” 

“Alright. Is Emma okay? She didn’t answer her phone.” 

“Emma is fine. Everything is fine. Go have fun. Don’t call me until at least tomorrow! I love you.” 

She hangs up before I even have a chance to reply or retort. I get it. Instead of worrying, I rise from the bed and join Ben in the shower. 


      [image: image-placeholder]A slight smile appears on Ben’s face as we take our seats for dinner. He speaks six languages, and thankfully, one of them is Italian, because, frankly, I suck at it. I sound like a cow trying to speak like a human. I shouldn’t say that. Dad would say that. 

You women, you Stewards, you’re evil. You speak in tongues, your heads full of rotten clams. The shells clink together when you walk. You’re evil.

I brush my cotton skirt back and forth, using it to dry the sweat on my nervous hands. The other couples and groups of friends in the restaurant fit perfectly with the backdrop of ancient rock and weathered tile and class. 

“Where are you?” Ben stares at me with his piercing brown eyes. He’s devoted to me, his wife, while I’m lost in other places, wandering through constellations of pain and suffering my father and his father before him created. 

“I am … not here.” I laugh to try and lighten the mood, to let go of that tension in my neck. “I’m sorry. I didn’t think I’d ever really be here—somewhere I don’t know the language, in a fabulous dress, with a drop-dead gorgeous man. Ben, my life feels like a fucking fairytale.” 

He smiles, always forgiving me. “That is a decent reason to be a little in your head, but, my love, I don’t want you to miss it. I know what will bring you back.” He leans over toward the server. “Mi scusi. Il mix amanita e io vorremmo uno bottiglia del tuo Pinot Grigio.” 

“Ah, vino. You know me too well.” A glass always roots me a little more in place and eases the perpetual tension in my shoulders. 

“We will have a glass and come back, right here, right now.” 

I love how he does that. He doesn’t get mad. He doesn’t expect me to be different than I am. He goes with me places—even the dark ones. 

I’m drinking too fast. An older woman toward the end of the veranda stares at me. Her eyes shine such an intense emerald green that they look like gems encased in the hollows of her skull. As soon as she notices me staring back, she pulls her sunglasses up. My cheeks burn with embarrassment as my gaze falls to my lap. When I look back over, she’s still got her shades up, but she’s sipping her wine and her head is turned away from me. She sits opposite a man in a suit that is too heavy for the weather. Her bright pink mouth, with the slightest smudge in her lipstick, turns up in a grin. 

I swear I recognize her, but where would I know her from?

“You’re wearing my mom’s charm,” Ben says, interrupting my preoccupation with the older woman. “I’m surprised.”

I look down at my necklace. 

“Yeah, she tucked it in my bag with a little note that said it was good luck to wear it on my honeymoon.” The pendant dangles between my breasts, a silver sphere with twists and swirls around it, tiny serpents guarding the herb inside. Well, they were, before I emptied it. The smell was so potent it gave me a headache. 

“That’s my mom, you’ll see. Nadine is quite superstitious.” 


      [image: image-placeholder]The next morning, a curious bird call outside our glass balcony doors wakes me. Ben is deep asleep.

I have to make sure that Emma is okay and that all is still well on that front. We talked last night, and she assured me that everything with Jax and Becca was good. Emma and Jax had spent the day at the mall. Oh, to be a teenager again, wandering aimlessly, shopping bags looped at the elbow. 

I check my email—nothing but ads. I try my voicemail. Nothing. Not even a text.  I message Becca, letting her know I’ll be unavailable until tomorrow morning. It’s 7:22 a.m. 

“Ha!” I say aloud, and Ben doesn’t even move. I’ve beat the jet lag. I brush my teeth and hair, throw on my robe, and head onto the balcony. The smell of the ocean wafts toward me as the sun rises over the horizon, illuminating the city. I sit on the little wire chair beside the edge and look down over the railing. 

Today is Monday. People are getting back to the hustle and bustle: vendors push their carts along as a young woman around my age with an apron runs down the stairs after a man. She shouts sweet nothings in Italian, and he whips around to meet her in a kiss. She stops for a beat, watching him walk away before she turns down an alley in the opposite direction. Maybe she’s off to work her morning shift at the café.  

I will never have to work a shift at a restaurant again. Never have to rush off on a Monday morning again if I choose not to. A sickening twist of guilt grabs hold of me. 

You lazy girl, you’ll never know what it’s like to work as hard as I do. Your mother is a lazy cow. That’s all you’ll be, a burden to a man. 

The tips of my fingers go numb. He’s dead, Sam. He’s dead, and he was wrong. You will not let him hijack your life anymore, not him or Jared. 

Every muscle is tight; even the tips of my toes grip the yellow porcelain tile. I take a deep breath and refocus on the world; the woman leaving for work, the tile patio, the ocean, the eroding rock of the cliffs in the distance, and the call of the gulls. 

“Hello,” a voice croaks from thin air.

My heart nearly leaps from my chest off the balcony to the stairs below. I search for the source of the voice, and on the other edge of the balcony, a large raven sits perched, staring at me. A laugh escapes my mouth. Lighten up, Sam. 

My heart thuds in my chest, and I reply, “Good morning, raven.” 

“Hello,” he returns.

“Hello, back.”  

Becca would love this; she’s obsessed with birds. She spent a whole summer when we were children trying to befriend the crows and ravens. If you speak with them enough, they repeat like a parrot. They brought her a gift once, a little charm shaped like a saint of protection, a nun had said. We weren’t supposed to visit the church, but we often lingered by it on the way home from school. The big, brown-brick building had stained glass windows that were straight from Italy. The nun had said to keep the charm. I wonder if Becca still has it.

“I’m afraid I don’t have much for you to eat, Mr. Raven, but I am happy for your company. You see, my husband is still asleep, and I miss my daughter quite a lot.” 

He looks out toward the sea and then back toward me. “Hello.” 

“We’ve cut them off, our families, just for today, to be totally alone. I’m quite excited, but I feel nervous, reluctant, if I’m honest. I feel like I’m missing something, like I’ve forgotten to turn off the burner on the stove.” 

“You haven’t forgotten a thing, Sam.” Ben appears in the doorway, shirtless. “Except that the world is not on your shoulders, and all is well.” He walks toward me and puts his hand on my shoulder, then takes a seat opposite me. “Who is this dapper young fellow trying to seduce my lady?” He gestures toward the raven. The raven doesn’t answer. 

“This is—” As I’m about to name my bird pal, he flies off the rail. 

“I feel better with no competition,” Ben says. 

“He was rather handsome, wasn’t he?” I put my feet up on Ben’s lap, and he rubs his hand along my legs. The hair has just started to grow back; I’ll need to shave again later. “What’s the plan for our big adventure?” 

“I was thinking Vallone Dei Mulini. We can see the ruins, go shopping, have lunch … What is that face?” 

“Oh, there’s no face.” 

“You were making that face, that face that you want to agree, but you don’t. I know you too well for this, Sam.” 

“Fine,” I say, leaning forward. “I was making that face. I don’t know, I thought if we were going to be away, it would be good to be away, away. Can we get a car and visit Pompeii or hike Vesuvio? I love it here, but also, the history nerd in me needs to go there.” I flash a smile. 

He leans in, closing the gap between us, his lips pressing into my forehead. 

“If I’m going to visit a giant graveyard, you are the only person I’d like to visit it with.” 


      [image: image-placeholder]Ben flicks on the lights in the room, and his hand grazes my shoulder. My skin, no match for the Italian sun, pulses hot, bright pink and tender from sunburn. Ben’s tanned skin seems only enhanced by the day’s heat. It’s deepened into a warm honey glow. 

I want to stop and savor the moment, to allow the heat to spread past the skin, but my bladder is about to burst. I tear myself away from him, rush to the toilet, and sit down with relief. Ben chuckles from the other room, but I ignore it. 

When I rise, I look in the mirror. My face is equally as rosy as my arms, and I’ve developed a tan line from my oversized sunglasses. I can’t help but smile looking at myself, in Italy, after another day of adventure. 

My case of birth control sits on the counter, staring up at me. Wouldn’t a woman in her late thirties on her honeymoon have left this behind, eager to consummate the marriage and create life with her beau? 

I’ll never experience what it’s like to be happy when you see those two pink lines. When it happened to me, I was too young and too stupid to know what to do, and worse, didn’t know better than to let Dad find out. I told my family I was pregnant, and I lost everything. Mom wanted me to get an abortion, and Jared wanted me to keep the baby. Dad wanted to kill me. I know it would be different with Ben, but we’d both decided that that was not in the cards for us.

Having Emma nearly killed me, and I’ve fucked things up with her so badly at times I don’t—won’t—have another child. 

I pop the Thursday pill in my mouth, cup water from the sink in my hands, and swallow it down.

When I open the door, the room is empty, and the lights are off. Ben isn’t there. I creep through the darkness and out onto the balcony, where I jump a little at the sound of a champagne bottle being opened. Ben takes a gulp straight from the bottle, then turns toward me and moves his hand along my back but over my clothes, paying close attention to avoid my blistered skin. I grab the bottle from his hand and take a swig myself. The bubbles fill my mouth and spill over the side. Ben takes the bottle back and grabs me a napkin from the room. 

“Trying to dull the pain a little bit,” I say, taking the cloth and wiping my face. It’s not very ladylike. The villas and shops below us turn their lights on, twinkling like fireflies in a Michigan summer. The deep blue sea expands out for what seems like forever, sparkling with the moonlight and the shop’s lanterns. 

“How was your day, my dear?” he asks, knowing full well how it was. This is a ritual, one that took some getting used to—another person asking me how things are. 

“Oh, it was okay. Saw some old stuff, kind of interesting,” I reply, taking another sip of the champagne with a sly little shoulder shrug. This one, I don’t spill. 

“Only okay?”

“I’m joking. It was pretty close to perfect, but I know a way we can make it even better.” I set down the bottle on the little wrought iron table and pull him back into the room. His skin is dewy with sweat.

His lips press hard against mine, and I pull his body into me. He lets me take control and becomes like a rag doll in my hands. I bring him over to the bed, where I press his shoulders down, and he accepts my lead and falls back on the bed. I pull my top off over my head, and he reaches forward toward me.

“Uh-uh, Mr. Cross … you are to lie there and watch.” My heart lurches in my chest as I watch a smile spread across his face, and his eyes grow hazy. I unlatch my bra, revealing my breasts, the same breasts he’s seen a hundred times, but Ben always lights up as if it’s the first time. 

I lean over him, tracing his chest muscles with my finger, a heat rising in my chest. A tiny moan escapes his lips, and I exercise all the restraint I have to not just melt into him right then. 

The room phone rings, causing us both to jump, startled out of our lustful trance. 

“Jesus Christ.” He huffs, laughing, turning over on the bed to reach the receiver, which he swiftly picks up and then slams back down. 

I crawl over him, pushing him back down on the bed. He breathes desire as I straddle him. 

The phone starts again, and Ben rolls his eyes and turns over. He grabs the receiver, but this time he puts it to his ear. 

“Hello!” he shouts into the phone. 

That’s right, Ben, let them know this is our time. 

His body stiffens. “Alright, yes …” 

Oh God, what if it’s Emma? I rush from the bed and over to my bag, my hand fishing for my phone. 

Seventeen missed calls. It’s as if all the oxygen has left my lungs. 

A ringing begins in my ears, and tears run like rivers over the tender skin of my cheeks. Ben’s voice is like an echo. I pinch myself. Stinging nails into flesh. Get out of the room. Find air. 

My feet carry me numb and floating out to the balcony. My baby is hurt, in trouble. I’ve let my wanting for a better life carry me away from protecting Emma. My eyes dart around, trying to cling onto something that will settle the spin of the room, anything to distract from the images of blood and broken bones playing in my mind. They won’t stop until a new horror snatches them away. 

The raven from before lays like a gift at my feet, my bare skin inches away from the body. Its head is backwards, and blood pools beneath it. My desperate scream crests the cries of the birds in the distance. 

“Oh, God, okay. I’ll call … call them … straight away,” Ben stutters. I can’t move my hands. “Sam? Sam? Sam!” 

Ben pulls my stiff form back into the cavernous room, and I push away from him, falling to the ground. Visions of Emma blur in my mind—a tragic teen car accident—bleeding out on the front hood. It can’t be true. Get a grip, Sam. 

My eyes dart across the room to find Ben. His skin's warm glow has turned gray, his eyes glossy. 

“What is it?” I ask, afraid of what his answer might be. Afraid that every image I’ve sequestered to the back of my mind is true. 

“It’s my mom, and she’s in the hospital. She fell. She’s in a coma.” 








  
  

Camillia—Emma


June 10





This car is a sweatbox, and I’m hoping I pass out and die in it before we get there. A fly slaps across the windshield. Bits of minced guts spread left and right with every windshield swipe.  

Becca let me ride in front with her, and Jax is in the back with Hannah. Somehow, she convinced her parents to let her come with us out east. We used the I’m moving away forever card and the my-step-grandma-or-whatever-I-should call-her-is-sick card for good measure. Please, please let her come. 

It worked. Hannah’s parents love Mom and Becca; they trust them. 

“You want some?” Becca asks, tipping a pack of Red Vines toward me, her favorite snack on road trips. 

“I’m good.” 

“Suit yourself,” she says and tilts the package toward the back seat. “Hannah? Jax?” 

No answer.

I look back at them. They’re asleep, lucky them. 

“I’ve always wanted to visit the Outer Banks. There are supposed to be wild horses, you know? We could go horseback riding.” 

“Yippie,” I say half-heartedly. I shouldn’t be mean to Becca. She is dropping her whole life to help us adjust to whatever is about to happen to mine.  

“C’mon, I’m using up like three years’ worth of PTO on this. I know it’s not what you imagined, but we gotta have a little fun, okay?” 

“Yeah.” ‘Not what I imagined’ is the biggest understatement of my life. When I was little, I imagined that my mom wouldn’t stiffen one day when I started to talk about a problem at school. I imagined that she’d tell me the truth one day about him, maybe show me a picture or something. When she wasn’t there for me, I could always go to Hannah’s or Aunt Becca’s. I thought they’d always be there—a bike ride away. I lean my head outside the open car window, close my eyes, and let the wind whip at my face. The white noise drowns everything out, and for a moment, I’m alone.

The rank smell of manure smacks me right in the face. I pull my head in fast and open my eyes. We’re behind a pig truck. 

“Oh, fuck.” Becca tries to cover her nose with her arm but fails. There’s no escaping the suffocating scent of pig shit. 

“Language,” I say, pulling my shirt over the top of my nose to block out the smell. 

“Wild horses aren’t the only thing that North Carolina is known for …” 

“Great,” I say. She continues to groan about the livestock, but I can’t concentrate. 

I pull open my backpack and grab a stick of gum for myself and one for Becca. I pass it to her and shuffle my hand inside to ensure the letters are still in there, the ones Becca would probably yell at me for if she knew that I had them. I couldn’t leave them behind and let them go. This is the only contact I’ve ever had with him. They might be the only pieces of him I ever get. 

The spearmint is mixing with the pig smell, creating a sickening wave that makes me want to throw up. 

“You wanna talk about how you’re actually feeling about this whole thing?” Becca asks.  

“What whole thing? Moving fifteen hours away from home to care for a woman I just met?” I zip my backpack up before she can notice what I’m doing. 

“Yeah, that’s the one.” 

“I feel fucking terrible about it, honestly.” 

“Language.” 

“I have absolutely no say in anything to do with my own life. Everyone else makes all the decisions for me, all of the time, and I’m kind of along for the ride. It’s infuriating.” 

“That’s more like it,” Becca says, whipping around the pig truck and gunning her little sedan past on the two-lane highway road. The pigs oink and squeal as we pass. “That’s honest, and you’re not wrong. But that’s being a kid.” 

“I’m pretty close to not being a kid, and at this rate, I’m ready to run when I turn seventeen.” 

“Just like your mom.” 

“What?” 

“I said, just like your mom. She always talked about running away. As you know, Grandpa wasn’t the best, and Grandma didn’t know what to do or how to leave. It was harder back then. They fought all the time, and it never seemed like anything we said or did changed a thing. Sam got bitter because, of course, she did. She wanted to run away.”

My mom wanted to run away. Then Dad happened, and I happened, and she couldn’t run away from me. A loud yawn sounds off in the back of the car, and Jax sticks his head in between the front seats. 

“How are my ladies doing on this fine, balmy afternoon?” His curly hair clings to the side of his face. 

“You missed the pig truck,” Becca says. 

“She says there are supposed to be wild horses,” I say to Jax, hoping my voice sounds positive. 

“That’s awesome,” Jax exclaims. “I brought my camera so I can get some footage. We could even make a short film.” 

“Sounds great,” I say. It’s hard to focus on the fun we’ll have this summer when all I can think about is what’s hidden in my backpack and that my senior year won’t be Hannah and me getting out early and going to get Slurpees at the 7-Eleven across the street or going out for pizza after Jax’s play. My new reality has no late-night Becca visits, no showing up after her shift and crawling in between the gang on the couch. I feel sick. 

“Red vines?” Becca tilts the package toward the back seat, and Jax shoves one in his mouth. I take one and put it between my nose and my lip, forming a mustache. The sugary smell of high fructose corn syrup and strawberry flavoring overrides the pig shit for a few seconds.


      [image: image-placeholder]“Up! We’re almost there!” Becca’s voice beckons me back to consciousness.  

“Ugh,” I grumble, peeling my face off the car window. Everything is sticky, even the air. My hand goes to my backpack, making sure it’s still zipped up.

There’s a drawbridge right ahead of us, forming a wall in front of the car. The sunset is behind us, like my whole life. Every moment we could have snuck out and over to the lake—the moments where I could be a teenager with my friends—have been stolen. Mom’s needs always come first. 

I can see it now. Summer, totally alone, except for the old ladies picking at my sides if I step foot outside the house. Everyone back home will be doing what normal kids are supposed to do. 

“So,” Becca says, interrupting my doom daydream. “We go over this drawbridge and there’s a nature preserve for the next two miles; the island is tiny. Only a few streets besides Main Street. She’s on Branford Street, Sam said.” 

The drawbridge creaks as it lowers, and it’s like nothing I’ve ever seen except in fantasy movies. It’s comprised of curls and ovals of intricate metalwork, not a right angle in sight, and as we pass over to the other side, flowering vines line the sides. 

Hannah grabs my shoulder and shakes it a bit. “Seriously, Emma, this is awesome. It’s like your own private island. Being Ben’s stepdaughter ain’t so bad, right?” 

Stepdaughter. Ben’s stepdaughter. I hadn’t really thought about it much. 

Maybe it’ll be good. I have no idea what it’s like to have a dad or a dad’s dad or a dad’s mom or anything. I kind of remember my grandma on my dad’s side, I guess. I remember almond cookies. I remember yelling. I remember Mom taking me by the arm and leaving. I wish she’d tell me exactly what happened with his family, and with him. I’m not a little kid anymore. 

The bridge squeals and screams as it lowers back into position. 

“Oh, that’s comforting,” Jax says, pulling his play knife from his pocket. The plastic snap from the blade going in and out of the handle while he stabs the arm of my seat makes me want to snatch it from him. 

“They all sound like that, I think,” Becca replies. “Windows down! I insist we all get some fresh sea air!” 

We oblige. 

The fragrance of beachy blooms fills the car, as do the chirps of crickets coming out for their evening performance. Seagulls caw. It’s like listening to the sounds of nature on a white noise machine. It’s perfect.

“Dude, this place is amazing. I’m so happy I brought my camera.” Jax beams. He insisted on packing every piece of film equipment he owns, despite the lack of storage in Becca’s sedan. 

Vines with vibrant, bright green leaves with spherical buds dotting their lengths grow along the road. Off in the distance sway tall grasses, and a big bird-looking thing takes flight as our car passes by. 

A howl breaks through the sound of the wind. 

When I look back, Hannah’s head is no longer in the car. Jax laughs and sticks his head out as well. Becca grins and smacks my leg as she sticks her head out the window. 

The wind is salty, balmy, and fragrant, and there are probably a thousand mosquitos ready to collide with me—but I do it anyway. I close my eyes, stick my head out the window, and howl. The feeling of freedom that the others are experiencing escapes my grasp. The letters in my bag, the things I absolutely shouldn’t have, are causing my heart to palpitate and anxiety to vibrate through my body. 

We pull past a few houses on the road. There’s a new building with brightly painted siding, but most of them are older, with elaborate wood carvings lacing the porches. A large sign, hand-printed and antique-looking, depicts an illustrated cherry pie and boasts: 

‘Pie to have a better time!’

Leaves, thick and bursting with blooms, surround it. 

The road curves at the end, and then we’re there. Nadine’s house is the largest we’ve seen on the island, a goliath three-story home with a long, winding driveway. The sunset casts the greenery down the drive in an orange glow. The road takes us to an ornate glass greenhouse to the left of the house, revealing glimpses of the ocean between buttery flowering magnolia trees.

“Shit!” Becca yells, slamming on the brakes. My body whips forward, and the seat belt slaps me back into the seat as the car comes to an abrupt stop. Becca’s panting, gripping the steering wheel hard. 

The windshield is smeared with blood and black feathers. 

“Is everyone okay?” Becca asks. 

“All good back here,” Hannah says, catching her breath. “What happened?” 

“Something hit the window,” Becca says, throwing open the passenger side door and looking back at the road. Before getting back into the car. “It was a blackbird, or a raven, or something … poor thing.” 

Becca sprays the windshield cleaner, smearing pink fluid and feathers across it until there’s enough clear space to keep driving. 

The rush of the waves ebbing and flowing grows louder as we get closer to the house. 

Becca pulls the sedan to a stop, throws the car in park, and honks the horn three times. The front door opens, and Mom rushes down the wooden slat stairs to our car. Her hair has perfect beachy waves, and she’s so tanned.  

First, she runs to Becca, pulling open her door and leaning in for a hug. I step out of the car, and she hustles around to my side, engulfing my body in her arms before I even have a chance to say hello. 

“Oh my God, I missed you so much.” Her cheeks are wet on my shoulder. Happy tears. Her arms are warm, like she’s been in the sun all day. Her hair smells like cocoa. 

“God, Mom. Calm down. I’m alive. I missed you, too.” 

She grabs onto my hands for a squeeze. Our sweat mixes, and then she pulls away from me. 

“What happened?” she asks, pointing at the crime scene on the windshield. 

“Oh, that. We hit a bird,” Becca says. 

“You guys must be exhausted,” Ben calls out, coming down the steps. “You kids go on in and get settled. I’ll take care of everything.” 

“You sure?” Mom asks. 

“Yep. I got it.” He holds up an arm and kisses his bicep. 

“Ben, you don’t have to!” Becca yells, but Ben’s already going for the hose. “Alright, you have at it, then.” 

Jax and Hannah are already out of the car and on their way up the stairs. 

“C’mon, Emma!” Hannah shouts. 

“I’m coming.” I grab the strap of my backpack and pull it over my shoulder. Ben runs over to me. 

“I can get that.” 

“I’d prefer you didn’t,” I say, heart racing.

Ben nods at me with a smooth smile and heads to the trunk. It would have started a fight if I had said that to Mom. 

The Greek Revival home is like nothing I’ve ever seen up close, with pristine white siding and carved Teak trim. Up the stairs, the double doors resemble a Spanish gate. There are sculptures on the grass around the house and throughout the garden, like what I imagine you’d see in an old English castle, based on movies: stone women and children swathed in vines. 

Mom and Becca run up the stairs. When they’re together, everything lightens, their banter and lifelong corny jokes bringing the familiar to any new situation. Today it doesn’t put me at ease at all. Given that we’re all together, I should be excited to be here, too, to lay on the beach and swim in the pool—to spend time with them-but my mind is somewhere else. It’s going through every possible scenario of what he would say, imagining what his voice will sound like and how it will feel to finally talk to him. 

When I get into the house, the entryway leads past a sunken living room to a hall to the back, where the doors are wide open, overlooking a pool and the ocean. 

This should be enough. Most people would be grateful for all of this. I walk straight through and out to the back. Palm trees and flowering bushes line the sides of the patio. The torrent of waves coming in and out try to take hold of me for a second, making me forget about what I’ve got to do. This should be enough, but it isn’t. Nothing will put the questions I have to rest until I talk to him. I have to know his side of the story. I turn away from the ocean, and wander into the hallway, opening doors until I find the bathroom. 

There, I unzip my backpack and take out the stack of letters from my dad. The hair on my arms stands straight like pins and needles. A small, cold, barely-discernable breath whispers in my ears, Leave. 








  
  
Homecoming—Sam




I toss the last bits of pineapple into the blender. I hold the pulse button for thirty seconds before the grinding comes to a halt and I fill our glasses.  

Since we’ve been in this place, I can’t help but feel like I’m not really home. Ben said to relax; this place has been in his family forever. I should feel at ease here—a normal woman would. Krysten probably did. She was probably easy and happy living in the house next door on this little island. A baby’s cry pulls me from my thoughts. 

I stop and look around the house, holding the serving tray as still as I can. 

Only silence answers until Becca’s laugh pulls me toward the deck. Her laugh is infectious, calming, and inspiring—the exact right thing. Sometimes, it could even pull Dad from a mood. 

I carry the tray of drinks through the kitchen into the open concept dining room and living room. That was a child’s cry; I know it. It sounded like Emma when she was a newborn as I laid catatonic in bed, wanting to stop the screaming from the other room but completely powerless to do so. I pause for a second and look down the hallway. It’s dark despite the ancient gas wall sconces lining the length of it. It’s always cold in this hall, even when the rest of the house is muggy. It’s far from refreshing. Every time I try to explore the rooms down there, I catch such a chill it causes stiffening in my bones and I hightail to the embrace of the tepid heat in the main living area. 

It’s quiet now. The cry was not real.  

I continue through the open glass doors and back to Becca and Ben on the patio. This isn’t my home; I shouldn’t be snooping.

“Here we are,” I say, passing drinks to the grown-ups. I sit in the cushioned chair next to Ben and prop my feet up on the propane-powered fire pit in the center. 

“Thank you.” Becca sips her cocktail and lets out a huge, audible sigh. “Okay, now it feels like vacation.” 

“Hey, where are ours?” Hannah yells from the hammock. All three kids have squished themselves together on the oversized cloth hanging between two palm trees. Flaming torches surround the porch to keep away mosquitos and palmetto bugs, although they don’t do a very good job of it. 

“Thank you, my lovely sister!” Becca shouts to rub it in before turning to Ben. “How’s your mom?” 

Ben grins with excitement. “She comes home from the hospital tomorrow afternoon. She’s doing alright. It’s kind of miraculous. We didn’t think she was going to pull through. It’s been a roller coaster.” He clenches his jaw and sighs before continuing. “The doctor says there wasn’t any brain damage from the fall. They said it could have been a mini stroke, but they aren’t seeing anything on the scans. She’s talking, walking, doing physical therapy every day.” 

“Thank God.” Becca takes a big gulp of her drink. “Usually, people her age don’t come back from stuff like that, not this quick.” 

The death of Ben’s mom, Nadine, was not on the wedding registry. I’m happy she’s alive, but I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t worried. The honeymoon phase feels like it’s about to be suffocated to death by the weight of Nadine’s bony body. 

I can’t stop thinking of the first day in the hospital when she reached out for me, gripping my arm, and how foreign it felt. Her touch should be comforting, she’s accepted me, but it left me uneasy instead. Maybe it’s that I can’t really trust mothers. My mom always said she didn’t want me to have the marriage that she had, but when I got with Jared, she said nothing. She only looked at me with those, oh Sam, you know better eyes when I started coming home with bruises on my wrists. Now I’m with a decent man—a good man, and she completely rejects him. 

I gulp down a few sips of my piña colada. Ben rubs his rugged hand against the top of my thigh, releasing the tension in my body like tiny hands letting go of the bones within my face. 

“You guys have everything ready for her?” Becca asks. 

“Pretty much,” Ben says, putting down his glass. “I’m gonna head upstairs and double-check the room for her. I’ll let you two beautiful women catch up.” 

“Oh, c’mon, stay a while longer,” I protest.

“We have plenty of time to all be together. You two need this.” Ben gets up from his chair and kisses the top of my head, sending warm chills down my neck. “Goodnight, kids.” 

“Night, Ben!” Jax shouts. The girls follow with echoing goodnights. 

The house next door catches my gaze more often than I like to admit. Each time, I wonder if Ben and Krysten had laughs that were more joyful than ours within those dark, vacant windows. 

“Tell me all about the honeymoon.” Becca brings me back to the patio. 

“Oh God, amazing is an understatement. Sorrento might be my favorite place on Earth. It’s almost too beautiful, too perfect to be real.”

It certainly did feel that way, and the call from the hospital was an astute reminder that my life was very much lacking in the perfection area. 

“I’m so happy for you.” Becca takes another sip of her drink. “What’s wrong?” 

My leg shakes. 

“Nothing. It’s nothing. I can’t help but worry that this is our life now. Like until Nadine … dies …” The last word comes out as a whisper. It always feels so awful to talk about death, like if you say it out loud, it will happen, a spell waiting to be cast on the living. 

“No way.” Becca waves her arm at me. “Ben is a doting son, but he made promises to you and Emma. He’ll keep them.” 

“Maybe,” I say, knowing Becca is right. “I’ve been having these nightmares ever since we got here. I wake up in a sweat nearly every morning.”

“What about?” 

“That house.” I instinctively look over at it again. It seems so much darker than here; the area itself is lifeless. “I keep dreaming I’m stuck in that house. I wake up, and I think I’m here, and then I get up to use the bathroom or get a glass of water, and I’m in there.”  A shiver courses down my spine. “In the dark, none of the doors open to where you think they should, and I’m stuck screaming for help. No one comes. There’s sand and vines everywhere.” 

“Shit. That sounds rough. It’s only a dream, though.” 

“I know. Each time, there’s this snake. I know it’s somewhere, but I can’t see it. I think it’s going to bite me. I’m done for, and I can’t find anyone, then suddenly I’m on the beach.” 

“Did you look up the meaning or anything?” 

“No. I’m sure it’s stress or something. Feeling trapped, wanting to escape.” 

“Are you feeling trapped?” A breeze flows in off the water, and the flames lay on their sides, and the smell of citronella fills the air. The waft is thick and humid, offering no refreshment.

“I don’t know. There are worse places and worse people to be stuck with.” I raise my glass, and Becca follows suit. 

“Did you tell Ben about it?” 

“No.” I shift in my seat, leaning forward to whisper. “I don’t want to bring it up. There’s too much pain there. He pretends like the house isn’t even there most of the time.” 

“More reason to talk about it. Seriously, you don’t want to start your marriage off with a bunch of lumps under the rug already.” 

“You’re right …” I sigh, raising my hands in the air. “I’ll talk to him. You wanna go with me to the store in the morning? Ben can watch the kids if they wanna stay here and go swimming or whatever. We can pick up some stuff you guys want to eat. Plan some dinners, some more cocktails. I’ll show you the fish market. I need to pick up my pills, too.” 

“Sure.” 

The dull swishing of the ocean is interrupted by a sudden, loud, painful cry. My body jerks in my seat, and birds take flight over the other house, their alarming caws fading into the sound of the waves. 

“What was that?” Emma asks, sitting up in the hammock. 

“I’m sure it was nothing,” I say. “Being so close to the nature preserve, there are new sounds here all the time—” 

Just beyond the leaves of a dwarven palm, a moan ripples through. The sound holds the lot of us tight in its grasp. No one dares move. 

“Hello?” Becca breaks the spell, and a rush of panic floods my veins, constricting my muscles in a tight ball. “Is someone there?” she calls again. 

Emma and Hannah shrink into the hammock. 

A wet, hacking cough rings out. Becca rises from her seat, moving forward slowly like a stalking cat toward the foliage. She looks back at me as if asking me to join her in pursuit of what hides behind the leaves. I don’t want to see. A feeble heaving sound pushes through the leaves. Maybe a sick animal? My wobbly legs hit the ground, and I move closer to Becca. Despite my heart screaming to turn away and run, I face the darkness beyond the green petals. Two glowing eyes meet my own, and a tiny gasp escapes my lips.

“What is that?” I whisper. 

Becca shoos me back. She parts the green leaves and reveals the hands and face of a person, a woman, trembling and hunched over. 

“Oh my God. Are you okay?” Becca asks. 

The woman heaves in the bush, her body contorting. When she stands up into the moonlight, her matted, brown bob frames a pale face—inky cobalt paints her parted lips. 

Her eyes start to roll in the back of her head, and Becca grabs her by the hand. 

“How did I get here?” the woman chokes. “Where am I? Is Lilith here?” 

“Who?” Becca asks. “Do you live around here? We’re on Camillia Island. I’m Becca, that’s Sam.” 

Her long, black, gauzy dress offers limited cover for her body. Her abdomen is swollen on her thin frame. She’s pregnant. A silver pendant hangs between her breasts. Instinctively, I reach for the necklace Nadine gifted me on my chest. 

“I’m Sam. I’m here with Ben, and this is Nadine’s house. Maybe you know Nadine?” 

The woman smirks. “I know Nadine.” She slurs her speech like she’s drunk. “She’s supposed to help me with this.” 

The woman grabs her stomach with one hand and pulls the other away from Becca. She hikes up her dress. That’s when it becomes clear there’s blood running down her legs. I stiffen, frozen, remembering the blood—my blood and Emma’s. 

“I can help,” Becca assures the woman. “Kids, go get the phone and some towels. Now!” 

Emma and Hannah listen right away, but Jax lags behind, entranced by the woman, before Emma’s call beckons him inside. 

“Come, sit down,” Becca says. “We’ll get you an ambulance.” 

“No!” the woman shouts and turns away from Becca. “No. Call Dr. Drear. Call Ginny! It’s going to be time soon.” 

Her eyes roll in her head. They no longer resemble the bright things peering out from the bush, as they’re dark and void. Hollow things. 

“Call Ginny!” the woman shouts.

Ben rushes out from the back door with towels. 

“Annabelle?” Ben asks. “Oh God, what are you doing here?” He rushes over to her and hands her towels. 

The woman—Annabelle—takes a towel and pushes it up between her legs. 

“Benny!” the woman gushes as she puts her dirty hand on his shoulder. “Take me to Dr. Drear, won't you?” 

“Um,” he says and turns to me. “Sam, can you grab my phone and call Richard in my contacts? He lives nearby, an excellent doctor. He’ll get her taken care of.” 

“We should call an ambulance,” Becca says. 

“No!” Annabelle shouts. Blue spittle splatters over the patio. What the hell was she eating?

“Call him, Sam!” Ben shouts. “Now. I’m driving her over there.” 

Ben’s never raised his voice like that before. I rush into the house and phone the doctor. Becca follows. 

“Hello, Ben!” a man answers with a sing-songy voice. 

“This is Sam, his wife.” 

“Oh yes! I’ve heard all about you. Hello, Sam!”  

“Doctor, there's a bit of a situation—a medical emergency. Ben’s bringing a woman over, a patient of yours, I think. Annabelle?” 

Someone whispers behind the receiver. Something I can’t make out. 

“That’s good. I’ll be ready for her. Thank you, Sam.” 

The man hangs up the phone. Becca stares at me, waiting for some kind of answer, but I’ve got nothing. Who was that woman, and why was she wearing that necklace?
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