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PROLOGUE


The dead boy lay in the glade for three days before somebody said something. Glazed eyes open wide, face tilted toward the sky. Adam Albright was a senior at Reachwood High School, ready to graduate with the rest of us at the beginning of summer. His parents buried him in the suit he was supposed to wear, class ring glittering gold on his finger.


We all knew he was there, of course—long before they carried his body out of Reachwood Forest. Limbs cold and rigid, a hole in his chest open to expose the flesh and bone below. Dried blood streaked his skin mud-red. Leaves and white flowers circled his brow, as proud as a crown. For three days, we had ventured into the forest to visit his body and leave offerings like small apologies.


We wore black to his funeral mass, gathering as close as shadows in the church pews. Before they left his body in the ground, we tossed flowers across the lid of his casket like some kind of bright shroud.


We never told anybody what we did.




TODAY




CHAPTER 1


I never wanted to come back home.


Reachwood Forest still waits here over a decade later. Trees cut through the suburb, growing too close together in the steep ravine. Tangled branches cast shadows deep enough and dark enough to make me shiver and roll up my window. Nothing has really changed. The streets still bear the same names, leading up to the opulent houses at the top of the hill. The same wealthy families still live there, overlooking the neighborhood and the forest below.


“Are we going to be there soon?” Marjorie fidgets with the sleeves of her jacket. Nearly fourteen-and-a-half years old, but she hasn’t learned how to be patient.


“We’ll reach it in a few minutes.” My hands grip the steering wheel tight. Marjorie slouches down in her seat as the manicured lawns pass by outside.


“What’s wrong?” she asks when I pick at a half-healed scab on the inside of my wrist, teasing at its raw edges. The quick twinge of pain brightens the edges of my vision.


“Nothing. I’m just wondering what everyone will think.”


Thirty-three years old, nearly broke, in the middle of a contested divorce and retreating to my childhood home with my daughter until I get back on my feet again. I can hear the whispers already as the scab cracks open, exposing the soft new skin beneath the surface.


“Who cares?” Marjorie says. Her nails tap against the screen of her phone as she texts the friends she left behind at home. “It’s not like they know anything about you anymore.”


I steer into the still-familiar driveway and park the car. Marjorie leans forward in her seat to study the house we haven’t visited since she was a baby and asks, “This is it?”


“Yeah. We’re here.” I flinch as my phone vibrates on the dashboard.


“It’s so small—not like our house.” Marjorie curls her hands in her lap. Her fingers pluck at the soft-knit hem of her pastel sweater. “I want to go back.”


“I know. I want to go home too, but we’ve got to get through this, okay?”


Marjorie doesn’t say anything. We sit together in silence as a song plays on the radio. Some bubblegum pop ballad I probably liked back when I was still in ninth or tenth grade.


The house hasn’t changed. Two stories tall, it rises from the dirt to throw its shadow over the car. Not a single leaf out of place in the neatly trimmed hedges lining the driveway. The lawn stretches out in front of us, clean-cut and immaculate. Flowers unfurl in brilliant bursts of color in the garden.


“I thought Grandma and Grandpa were paying you to fix this place before they move away.” Marjorie shuffles her feet. “It looks okay to me.”


“They hired someone to keep the yard looking nice. It’s probably a mess inside,” I say, picturing my parents’ faces as I unbuckle my seatbelt. Marjorie frowns when I pick at the scab on my wrist again. The new wound oozes clear fluid.


The empty house sits like an open secret in front of us, windows wide enough to allow any curious eyes a glimpse of the rooms and hallways inside. The song on the radio ends and the announcers switch to the latest local news. Another child lost in the forest—vanished from the path. Sometimes the missing children return home again.


Sometimes they never come back.


“Come on.” I open the door. My phone vibrates again and I ignore it, shoving it into my jacket pocket.


The yellowing leaves on the trees rustle as I pull the first suitcase from the trunk. Marjorie pouts as she drags another bag from the back seat. She drops it to the ground with a thud and says, “You take this one. It’s too heavy.”


“Fine.” The laceration on my wrist stings as I haul the bag up the driveway. I tilt my head down to hide my face from any prying eyes peering out at us from inside the neighboring houses. Not eager to let anyone know I’ve returned home yet. To begin the spread of rumors that could eventually reach my childhood friends.


They might start to ask questions.


Marjorie grabs another suitcase and hurries after me, carrying it up the porch steps and dropping it down on the mat. She taps her feet while I search underneath the flowerpots until my fingers close around the spare key. I unlock the front door and Marjorie disappears inside the house, leaving me to retrieve the last of our belongings from the trunk.
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“Marjorie?” I call out after I drag our bags into the foyer and pile them high on the stone-tiled floor. “Where are you?”


“Over here.” Marjorie’s voice travels through the empty rooms. I follow the sound down the hallway. Old photos still decorate the walls—my teenage face smiles as I walk past. Or maybe it’s a grimace. The warmth never quite reaches my eyes.


“What are you doing?” I ask when I find her. She’s standing by the window in the kitchen, staring out into the dark. My throat catches as I glimpse the forest pressing against the edges of the yard outside. Sharp-needled fir trees thick enough to blot out the sun, moon and all the stars in the sky.


The place where Adam died.


“Just looking at everything,” Marjorie says. Her breath fogs the pane.


“What do you think?”


“I still think it looks like shit.” She spits the words. “We should have stayed at our place.”


“You know we wouldn’t be safe there.”


“But we will be here?” Marjorie asks. My mouth twitches as her eyes focus on the forest again. A warning forms on my tongue, but I swallow the words down before I can say them out loud. Marjorie would just ignore it. Better to stay silent.


“It’s been a long day. Get ready for bed—we can unpack everything tomorrow,” I say finally. Marjorie follows me to where the bedrooms wait at the end of the hallway, twisting the beaded friendship bracelet that circles her wrist. A present from her best friend when they were both seven. She’s carried it with her for half of her life. Guilt curls inside my stomach—I’ve uprooted her from the only home she’s ever known.


“Remember, this isn’t forever.” I clear my throat. “Your grandparents are letting us stay here until I get everything together. We’ll move back home as soon as the divorce is settled.”


“Why are they letting us stay here? I barely even know them.” Marjorie pauses in the middle of the hall.


“That’s only because your father didn’t want them to visit.”


Not quite a lie.


“They could have at least tried to see us. They’re your parents.” Suspicion shadows her face, like she knows I’m not telling her everything. And it’s true—I never told her about how my parents stopped speaking to me in the months leading up to Marjorie’s birth over fourteen years ago. Ashamed of the accusations hurled at me soon after Adam’s murder. My teenage pregnancy that tarnished the picture-perfect image of our family even further.


“Well, they’re helping us out now.” Exasperation rasps at the edges of my voice.


“They didn’t even wait to make sure we got here safe.” Marjorie folds her arms and scowls. Almost an exact reflection of me—strawberry blond hair and blue eyes. Faint freckles dust her cheekbones and the bridge of her nose.


“They’re out shopping for a new house. We’ll see them tomorrow,” I say. My stomach drops at the thought of seeing my parents again. Maybe they felt the same way and decided to stay away tonight. Leave us alone inside their empty home.


“So what? They should have waited for us.”


“I don’t want to talk about this anymore.” I sigh and push open the bedroom door. “This is your new room—I’ll see you in the morning.”


Marjorie walks inside without another word and slams the door behind her. Silence settles over the house again.
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I return to the bedrooms an hour or so later, moving past familiar doorways—a bathroom, a linen closet. Two bedrooms sit at the end of the hall. When I crack the first door open to check on Marjorie, I blink.


My old room.


The same narrow bed rests below the window and the same lavender paint decorates the walls. The air smells stale and heavy, like no one has visited here since I moved out soon after my high school graduation.


Marjorie has claimed the space, curled up tight beneath the sunflower-patterned sheets that used to cover me. The shallow sound of her breathing fills the small room. I close the door quietly, afraid to wake her from her fitful sleep.


Dragging my heavy suitcase into the spare room, I sit on the edge of the bed and cough when dust floats up from the covers. My phone vibrates as I rummage through my bag for pajamas and a toothbrush. It buzzes again and I ignore it, padding barefoot down the hall to change and brush my teeth.


I undress in the dark, not wanting to glimpse the bruises my ex-husband left mottled across my body. A surgical incision still heals on my wrist. A scar splits the thin skin on my palm and another rests as ragged as a bite mark against the hollow of my neck.


The taste of mint toothpaste lingers against my tongue when I return to my bedroom. I retrieve a bottle of strong painkillers from my suitcase, shake one of the little white pills onto my palm and swallow it dry.


I take a deep breath before I finally check my phone. My hands quiver as I scroll through my notifications. But there are no new messages from my ex-husband—just three missed calls from my parents and a text from Mother: Ava, are you at the house yet?


Yes. I type back.


“Mom?” Marjorie knocks on my bedroom door. I stow the orange prescription pill bottle away again beneath the tight-packed clothes.


“What?”


“Can you stay with me tonight?” She enters the room, gnawing on her bottom lip with the tip of one pointed tooth.


“Sure,” I say and shove my suitcase into the dark space underneath my bed. I follow her back to my childhood room and unroll the spare futon on the floor beside her bed. Before I crawl under the covers, I draw the curtains tight to block out the sight of Reachwood Forest waiting outside. These windows are so wide.


Anything could look inside while we sleep at night.




CHAPTER 2


“Have you talked to your friends yet?” Mother asks the next morning as she hangs the few clothes I’ve brought with me in the guest room closet. Alison Montgomery, the reigning gossip queen of the Reachwood Community Association—she hasn’t changed in the decade I’ve stayed away. Face fully made up even this early in the morning, not a strand of blond-dyed hair out of place. Maybe she had plastic surgery done at some faraway clinic to stop aging.


“No. I don’t really want anyone to know we’re here.” I shake my head. Guilt darts quick though her eyes and I ask, “Did you tell anybody?”


“Not really. Well, I might have mentioned it to a few people,” she admits as I trace the raised scar that lines my palm. The faded memory of a childhood injury. “I just thought they’d be happy to see you.”


“How are they doing?” Curiosity stirs inside of me. My friends and I had all drifted apart after our high school graduation. Retreated inside ourselves during the investigation into Adam’s death, leaving calls unanswered and text messages unread. I fled to nearby Portland at the start of that summer, just over a week after his body was discovered. Threw myself into a new relationship with my now ex-husband almost immediately in a desperate attempt to forget everything.


“They’ve all done well for themselves. Victoria owns the most expensive house in the neighborhood now,” Mother says. She trails in my footsteps as I walk toward the front door, where the rest of my bags still lie in a haphazard pile on the floor.


“Oh.” My throat tightens. I glance out the window at the houses lining the street in neat rows, brick exteriors almost identical. The forest rises behind the buildings. Trees grow untamed in the ravine that cuts through Reachwood, separating the old neighborhood that was built over a century ago from the suburban sprawl that eventually spread out from the city to engulf it.


My eyes flit to the top of the hill, where the families who founded the original town still live inside expensive mansions. The Albrights, Harts and Gallaghers. Descended from the prospectors who pursued rumors of a new gold rush through the mountains of Oregon over a century ago. The only three families to remain here after the original settlement walked into Reachwood Forest one day and vanished without a trace. They struck a fortune when they discovered a vein of gold in the forest soon after the mass disappearance. Their descendants have enjoyed the wealth and privilege it afforded them ever since.


Victoria must still live up there somewhere. Although she used to want to leave this place more than anything.


“She married Cyril after you left,” Mother says. Her gaze sharpens on my face. Eyes expectant, as though she’s waiting for some kind of reaction. “Did you know that?”


“No. She never told me.” I chew on the corner of my lip, remembering how I would have followed Victoria anywhere when we were still teenagers. We haven’t spoken to each other in years. Not even during my few brief visits back to Reachwood to show Marjorie to my parents when she was still a newborn.


“Cyril runs the Reachwood Mining Company now,” Mother explains as I carry the bags down the hallway. The favored son of the Hart family, it doesn’t surprise me that he inherited control of the gold mines from his father. It shouldn’t surprise me that he married Victoria, either. The only daughter of the Gallagher family, the marriage would be the perfect arrangement to unite the wealth of their two powerful dynasties.


“Nathalie and Matthew have done well for themselves, too. They got married a few years ago. He still plays in the NBA, and she runs some kind of technology company.” She lists their achievements like I have done nothing. And it’s true—after I had Marjorie, I never went back to school. Too busy caring for my new baby and catering to the increasing demands of my ex-husband to find the time to study.


“Great.” I force a smile onto my face as I drop my suitcases on the bed.


“Adam’s family still lives here too, actually.” Mother sorts more clothes into my closet. “They never moved, not even after everything they’ve gone through.”


“I didn’t think they would. I mean, they practically built this neighborhood.” I hesitate, working up the courage to ask my next question. The one that’s been haunting me ever since I arrived home. “Do they still talk about him? You know—about what happened.”


I shiver at the memory of his dead body lying in the grove.


“Of course they all still talk about him.” Mother fiddles with the wedding band that adorns her ring finger. Maybe crafted from some of the same gold that my father spent years of his life transporting from the Reachwood mines. “Even though the case went cold years ago.”


“Oh.” I can’t think of anything else to say as Adam’s face appears in my mind again. The eldest son of the Albright family, he inherited their fair hair and pale eyes.


“Ambrose stayed to take care of their parents. I think he has a son around Marjorie’s age.” Her eyes narrow when I pull my bottle of painkillers from their hiding place at the bottom of my suitcase. The white pills rattle in the container as I carry them into the bathroom and lock them away safe in the medicine cabinet.


“Are you sure you need those?” Mother asks.


“What do you mean?” I frown. My wrist still hurts, although it’s been almost a month since my ex-husband broke it. Grabbed it and twisted so hard the bone fractured in half. Fixed with surgery, but the persistent nerve damage still gnaws at me every day. The medication is the only thing that drives it away.


“You know what you used to be like, Ava.”


“You never stop reminding me,” I snap the words as I slip past her in the doorway.


“You skipped lunch, too.” Mother follows me back down the hallway and into my bedroom, so close she almost treads on my heels. Her breath tickles against the back of my neck.


“I just wasn’t hungry. Don’t worry.”


“Do you even know how long you’re going to stay here?” she demands as I set my last suitcase down on the bed. Maybe she wishes I had never divorced my ex-husband—that I had stayed with him instead and attempted to repair our marriage. After all, he hadn’t always been like this. But his grip on his temper had lessened over the years we spent together. Now there was nothing left to salvage.


“I haven’t heard anything from my lawyer,” I say and open my suitcase, refolding my wrinkled jeans before I stack them in a neat pile inside the dresser. “We’ll leave as soon as the divorce is over.”


“We’ll pay you to help us move out, but I hope you haven’t spent your entire inheritance,” Mother says. Her lips thin at the mention of the wealth I received after my grandparents died in an unexpected accident. Still a sore spot, even over a decade later. She didn’t speak to me for weeks after she found out they made me the sole heir of their estate. The only benefactor of their sizeable life insurance policy and wrongful death settlement. “They left you everything so you could take care of Marjorie. Sometimes I think they shouldn’t have—it would have taught you more responsibility.”


“I didn’t spend it,” I protest, although my bank accounts sit almost empty. Drained from staying home to raise Marjorie and paying for my ex-husband’s expensive tastes in everything. “Anyway, did you find a place yesterday?”


“No. I didn’t like any of the houses they showed us,” Mother says and slides open the window. A crisp breeze blows into the room, carrying the rich smell of dirt and decaying leaves. Somewhere outside, a dog barks. The insistent sound carries into the house as she asks, “You’re really not planning to visit your friends?”


“I haven’t decided yet.”


“You should give them a call. I’m sure they’d all like to see you again. In the flesh. You only visited once or twice and you never even tried to see them.” A touch of judgment colors her voice.


“I want to get Marjorie settled in first.” I picture Victoria again—pretty and popular, with a smile as sharp and as bright as a knife.


“Are you taking her to the Reachwood Festival?” Mother asks. The annual neighborhood celebration at the beginning of September, when the whole community journeys into the forest to hang lanterns like beacons from the boughs of the trees.


“I’m not sure. I heard another girl just disappeared,” I say as the wind raises goosebumps on my skin. One child vanishes into the forest every decade or so. Just long enough for the neighborhood to start to forget. And then it happens again. “I don’t want Marjorie to think it’s safe to go in there alone.”


“Well, I still think you should reach out to your friends soon.” Mother stretches out a hand to study her manicured nails. Long and pointed enough to remind me of claws. “Before they come looking for you.”




FIFTEEN YEARS EARLIER




CHAPTER 3


“Where are we going?” I asked as I followed my friends to the edge of Reachwood Forest. A few minutes earlier, the lunch bell had rung to signal the end of my first morning back in class and I had hurried outside to meet them, excited for our reunion. Now I trailed behind them as the trees rose before us.


We weren’t supposed to go near the forest.


“We started hanging out here after you went away,” Victoria Gallagher explained, glancing at me over her shoulder. Cyril Hart hesitated in front of us, waiting for Victoria to catch up with him. I said nothing—remembering the weeks I had spent at an out-of-state treatment center until I started eating again. I’d missed months of my senior year in high school, time I could have spent with my friends. Now there were only a few weeks of classes left until our graduation in early June.


“Yeah, nobody bothers us out here. We can do pretty much whatever we want,” Nathalie Bellevue said and fished a bent cigarette out of her pocket. An honors student ever since I could remember, even though she spent pretty much all of her time getting high.


Green leaves sprouted from the boughs of the trees. The air smelled fresh and sweet as we walked along the border of the forest. Clouds clustered in the sky overhead, heavy with rain. As soon as the brick school building disappeared behind us, Nathalie lit the cigarette. A thin trail of smoke rose from its smoldering tip.


“Want to share?” She offered it to me.


“Sure. Thanks.” I placed the cigarette between my lips and inhaled hot smoke before I passed it back to Nathalie. The small stones hidden in the grass grated beneath our sneakers. A hand touched my shoulder and I jumped.


“It’s just me.” Adam Albright laughed. A pack of half-familiar boys followed at his heels—the same boys who skipped class every day to hide away outside. They all grinned like they knew some kind of secret as they fell into step beside us.


“Don’t scare me like that, it wasn’t funny,” I said, but I giggled anyway.


“Sorry.” Adam’s shoulders flexed beneath his jacket when he shrugged. Dressed from head to toe in expensive clothes—each piece probably cost more than my entire wardrobe. “How was your first day back?”


“Boring.” I blushed as his eyes rested on my face. Nathalie passed him the cigarette and he drew a deep breath before he released it. Smoke billowed around his head.


We stopped walking when we reached several flat slabs of rock arranged in a semicircle at the edge of the trees. A barbed wire fence ran through the foliage, separating the forest from the schoolyard. Faded red-painted signs warned trespassers not to enter.


Victoria sat down on one of the smooth stones and Cyril settled beside her as she searched through her bag. When a few stray raindrops plummeted from the overcast sky, Victoria shivered and Cyril handed his varsity jacket to her. A quarterback, although he had never really excelled at the sport. A lot of other students whispered that his wealthy parents had bought him a place on the team, although nobody would ever dare say that to him directly.


“Did you bring these here?” I gestured at the semicircle of rocks.


“What? Oh—no, it was already like this when we found it.” Victoria pulled a joint out of her bookbag, white paper rolled tight. The pungent smell filled the air when she lit it. Some of the boys tossed a pebble back and forth, watching the girls from the corners of their feral eyes.


“Want some?” Victoria waved the joint in my face.


“Not really,” I said. Weed always made me feel too hungry.


“Suit yourself.” Smoke coiled from her mouth as she spoke. Cyril accepted the joint when Victoria offered it to him and took a long drag before he exhaled.


Posters decorated the trunks of the trees. The weather had already worn the face and name printed across the tattered paper away to almost nothing. White ribbons adorned the branches, as if a search party had come through here recently.


“Did somebody go missing again?” I studied the posters. The faded face printed on the stained paper looked almost familiar. I had heard all about the disappearances here throughout the years, but the last child to go missing had vanished when I was only seven. Barely old enough to remember it.


“You didn’t hear about Emily?” Adam dropped a spent cigarette onto the ground and crushed it beneath the sole of his shoe.


“I didn’t see her in school today.” I pictured her carefree smile and easy laugh. We sat next to each other in every class, passing notes back and forth whenever the teachers turned their backs to write on the blackboard. “I thought maybe she stayed home sick.”


“She disappeared a few months ago.”


“Nobody told me.” A cold stone settled in the pit of my stomach. Emily had written letters to me while I was still getting better. Short notes about the latest drama at school, interspersed with hopes that I would return home soon. I hadn’t thought much of it when I stopped receiving her messages. Just that she had probably been distracted with boys and homework.


I never thought she would venture into the forest.


“Yeah, they searched for weeks but never found a trace of her,” Nathalie said. She coughed when she took a drag from the joint making its way around the circle. This time, I accepted it when she handed it to me. The heat chapped my lips as I inhaled the thick smoke into my lungs.


“Do you really think there’s something in there?” Matthew Velasquez asked after we all fell quiet. Tall, dressed in the basketball jacket that marked him as one of our school’s star players. He’d transferred here a few years ago, so he hadn’t grown up with the stories like the rest of us.


Go down the path. Don’t look back.


Everyone knew the phrase, passed down through generations of children like a dare or an invitation. The bravest ones among us used it to try to find the center of Reachwood Forest, where rumors promised that something would grant a wish in exchange for a gift. Something hungry, that occasionally claimed the children desperate enough to stray from the path and make the pilgrimage into the wilderness. I’d never thought to question it. Enough kids had disappeared here over the years to seem like evidence there was at least some truth to the urban legend.


“Don’t tell me you really believe that?” Victoria laughed. The abrupt noise echoed through the trees and I realized all the other sounds had died around us. No tentative rustle of small animals searching for better hiding places to shelter from the rain. No trill of birds calling for each other in the forest canopy. Complete silence—as though the whole forest were holding its breath.


Or listening to us.


“Then why do you think so many people go missing?” Matthew persisted. “Your families have lived here forever. You really don’t believe any of the rumors are true?”


Victoria, Cyril and Adam all cast quick glances at each other. The heirs to each of Reachwood’s three wealthiest families—their names would always be tied to the first disappearance. Some people still whispered that it was suspicious how they’d struck gold so soon after it happened.


Almost as if they had made a pact with whatever lived here.


“Of course not. You’d have to be stupid to believe that.” Cyril scoffed. I had known all three of them since childhood, but they always deflected any questions about the forest. Shut down the topic whenever someone tried to approach it. Students flocked around them at school, drawn to their power and wealth. But they chose to surround themselves with only a few close friends. I had been accepted into their circle when Victoria smiled at me on the first day of kindergarten.


I always felt lucky to be one of them.


“My parents are going away this weekend, after the vigil.” Victoria changed the subject. “You all should come over afterward.”


“What vigil?” I asked and picked up something long and white, shining against the dirt. A curved bone, maybe a rib from a rabbit or some other kind of animal. Or maybe a small bone from the bodies of one of the missing children. I flinched and dropped it back down on the ground, wiping my hand clean on the knee of my jeans.


“We’re holding one for Emily,” Victoria said as I covered the bone with leaves again. My skin prickled suddenly, like an animal was watching us from the trees. But nothing moved when I looked over my shoulder.


“Ava? Are you still there?” Adam touched my wrist.


“I’m fine. Weed makes me a little bit paranoid, sometimes,” I said, but I twitched again when the undergrowth rustled behind me. “What do you think happened to her?”


“I heard she ran away. Walked into the forest after school one day.” Cyril shrugged. I imagined her panic as she stumbled through the wilderness, searching for a familiar landmark to lead her back home. Her body decaying out there alone somewhere.


“Why would she do that?”


“Maybe she believed the stories and wanted to wish for something,” Adam suggested as he drew a folding knife from his jacket pocket. An expensive blade, handle engraved with his initials. He flipped it open and shut, again and again until the sound formed a staccato rhythm. When he slashed at a tall patch of grass, the green blades scattered across the dirt.


We all groaned when the bell rang, the shrill sound carrying through the schoolyard. I rose to my feet and dusted dirt and debris from my jeans. Nathalie ground out the glowing tip of her cigarette against one of the flat rocks circling the clearing. Adam closed the knife, hiding it away in the pockets of his jacket.


“Do you think you can come over after the vigil?” Victoria fell into step beside me as we followed the border of the forest back to school.


“I hope so. I’ll have to check with my parents though,” I said, flattered by her attention. Above us, the sun broke through a gap in the clouds. Light shone down on our faces and illuminated Victoria’s hair.


I had missed her the most while I was away. Before I went to the treatment center, I’d call her on the nights I was so hungry I couldn’t fall asleep and we’d talk until the sunrise dyed the sky outside. Sometimes we’d hold hands on the walk back home after class, but only when we were alone. At the last party I went to before my parents sent me away, someone dared her to kiss me and she did—quick enough to make me doubt if it really happened.


Now I wondered what it would be like to kiss her again, but pushed the thought from my mind.




CHAPTER 4


“Why didn’t you tell me about Emily?” I asked my parents at dinner. We sat in a semicircle around the kitchen table and I swung my feet back and forth beneath my seat. The metal blade of my knife grated against the porcelain as I dissected the meal into small pieces.


“What are you talking about?” Mother set her fork down on the tabletop. Irritation stiffened my spine as she poured water into her empty glass. She knew exactly what I was talking about. Of course she did. But she wouldn’t admit it.


“That she went missing,” I said. The rich smell of food filled the room. Oven-baked chicken glazed with honey and rosemary—probably packed with calories. My stomach growled, pinching beneath my ribs as my parents exchanged a guilty glance over my head.


“Who told you?” My father cleared his throat. Robert Montgomery, the star of every sports team at Reachwood High School. After he graduated, he faded into obscurity—marrying Mother and taking up a job at the Reachwood mines while she stayed home to raise me. Shoulders now slumped from another long day of work transporting ore from the mines to the processing plant at the outskirts of the suburb, where it would be ground down, separated with cyanide and refined into the precious metal that gave the Albrights, Harts and Gallaghers their fortunes. He always returned home tired, late at night. Barely able to keep his eyes open long enough to eat dinner and shower before he passed out on the couch in front of the television. Every morning, before I woke up, he rose and left to repeat it all again.


“My friends mentioned it today at school.”


“We just didn’t want to upset you,” Mother said, eyes drifting to the untouched food on my plate. “We thought it was best to wait until you were feeling better.”


“She was my friend,” I protested. “You should have told me.”


“You couldn’t have done anything about it.” Her voice tightened.


“I could have helped look for her.” I pictured Emily lost in the forest. Hot anger rose inside my body. “I could have done something.”


“It doesn’t matter now. She’s not coming back,” Mother said. Tears blurred my vision. My father shifted in his seat as I blotted my eyes against the soft cotton sleeve of my sweater. Uncomfortable, although he would never speak a word against her.


“Don’t say that.”


“Well, it’s true,” Mother snapped as she stood to clear the remnants of our meal from the table. “And I don’t want you going in there to look for her—she’s been missing so long that she’s gone by now. I don’t want to lose you, too.”


Her voice trembled. I picked at my food, remembering how Mother had always warned me to avoid the forest. She made no secret of the fact that she hated living in this house, so close to the border of the trees. Whenever I played in the backyard as a child, she watched me closely—fearful I would slip through the fence and vanish into the wilderness.


Never to be seen again.


“My friends said they’re holding a vigil for her this weekend. I want to go.” I changed the subject. My hands shook with helpless rage as I herded my peas across my plate. “And I was kind of hoping I could stay over at Victoria’s place after.”


“Why?” She frowned at me. The corners of her eyes creased.


“I missed her while I was away.” I raised my fork to my mouth. When my parents looked at each other again, I set it back down untouched on the table.


“I think you should. It’ll be good for you to get out of the house every once in awhile,” my father said. Mother frowned at him as hope grew inside me. “Who else is going to be there?”


“Nobody—just her and me.” I lied. Desperate to spend some time with my friends. To stay up late with Victoria long after the rest of them went to bed, whispering stories and secrets to each other until the sun rose again. To pretend I had never left.


And to forget about what happened to Emily.


“You can go, but only if you actually eat tonight,” Mother said.


“I’m not hungry.” I glanced down at the meal on my plate. Sliced into tiny pieces, meat and vegetables almost unrecognizable. A familiar ritual to hide that I hadn’t actually eaten any of it. “I ate a lot at school today.”


“Then you don’t need to go to Emily’s vigil. Or see Victoria either.”


“Fine, I’ll do it.” I rolled my eyes before I took a small bite. My stomach clenched as it stuck against the roof of my mouth.


“You need to eat more than that,” Mother prompted after I chewed and swallowed. My eyes watered. A tear trickled down my cheek when I blinked. It dribbled salty and sweet into the corner of my mouth as I took another bite. And another, until my plate was almost empty and my stomach heaved again.


“Stop it—that’s enough,” my father interrupted.


“She still has some left,” Mother protested as he picked up my plate and carried it over to the sink. I seized my chance to escape and pushed my chair away from the table, wooden legs scraping against the stone tiles.
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I retreated down the hall, their voices murmuring from the kitchen. After I closed the bathroom door, I knelt in front of the toilet to vomit until my stomach felt clean and empty. I rinsed my mouth with water from the sink before I returned to my bedroom. The sour taste still stung against my throat as I sat down on the sunflower-patterned covers of my bed and slid open the window.


The dark covered the yard outside. I pushed my hand into the narrow gap between my mattress and the headboard. My fingers grasped through the tight space until they closed around the box of cigarettes I smoked sometimes to suppress my appetite.


Flicking the wheel of the lighter until a flame burst to life, I lit the cigarette and stuck my head out the window to blow smoke into the night. Leaves rustled. Something stirred in the undergrowth as my eyes adjusted to the dim light.


“Hello?” I called, hoping maybe it was Emily—emerging like some kind of miracle from the forest outside, untouched and still alive.


I already missed her smile.


Nothing moved in the trees again. I placed the cigarette between my lips and inhaled, blowing a final gust of smoke out into the quiet night before I closed my window. The ashen aftertaste clung to my tongue.


I flushed the burnt remnants of the cigarette down the toilet before I brushed my teeth, spitting white foam into the sink and washing it down the drain. The thick pile carpet muffled my footsteps when I padded back down the hallway. The house was quiet, like my parents had already separated to spend their limited hours of free time away from each other.


“Good night,” my father said when he opened my bedroom door later. “Try not to think too much about Emily, alright?”


“Why?” The question came out much sharper than I had intended.


“I’ve known people who disappeared in there, too.” He hesitated in the doorway. “Some of them were my friends. It will be easier if you just forget it ever happened.”


“Whatever.” I sank back against my pillows and turned off the lamp on my nightstand. If he smelled the smoke still lingering in my room, trapped in my hair and sheets, he didn’t say anything as he shut the door tight.


I turned away from the window, afraid of what I might glimpse if I stared too long at the forest outside.




TODAY




CHAPTER 5


“Mom, can you come here? I thought I heard something.” Marjorie’s voice carries down the hall in the middle of the night. I stop packing up my parents’ belongings in the kitchen, stowing a tarnished set of silverware away inside the cardboard box marked for donation before I walk down the hallway to push open the door to my old room. Marjorie sits rigid in my childhood bed, shoulders tense as she stares wide-eyed at the window. Cautious, I crack open the blinds to reveal the empty yard outside.


“There’s nothing there.” I exhale the words, convincing myself as much as her.


“I saw a shadow through the curtain. It looked like a person,” she insists. My muscles tighten as I picture someone stalking around the perimeter of our house at night. Hidden by the shadows as they search for a way inside.


“I’ll go check,” I say and turn to leave, fake bravery not quite hiding the quiver in my voice. It’s probably nothing. Just a fragment of a dream as Marjorie drifted to sleep.


“Wait,” Marjorie whispers.


“What?” I stop in the doorway.


“What if it’s Dad—what if he’s come here to hurt you again?” Her voice quavers. I walk back across the room to wrap her up in my arms. Her shoulders shake as she burrows her face into the crook of my neck.


“It’s okay, we’re going to be okay here,” I repeat until Marjorie takes an unsteady breath and slips out of my embrace. But she digs her fingers deep into the sunflower-patterned sheets covering her bed when I stand up again, like maybe she doesn’t really believe me. The same way she never believed my other lies. All the times I told her I was fine.


Marjorie has already filled the room with her belongings—posters of her favorite rappers, boy bands and animals plaster the lavender walls. Tubes of makeup scatter the surface of the desk in the corner.


Her closet door lies open to reveal the outfit she has chosen for her first day of school tomorrow. The same one she wore on her first day of eighth grade last year. A reminder I can no longer afford to buy her the designer clothes she loved to flaunt to her friends back at home. I always took pride in providing her with the very best, maybe to offset how young I was in comparison to the mothers of the other students in her class. But now I can’t give her anything. Shame settles like a heavy weight upon me.


“How do you know, though?” she asks when I lean down to kiss her forehead.


“Your dad is scared of the forest. Always has been,” I say and pull the covers back up to her chin as she settles into her pillows. “He thought he saw something there once, when we visited my parents. It scared him so badly he never came back here again.”


“Really? What did he see?” Her eyes search mine for any hint of a lie.


“He never said.” I remember how he’d stormed out of the house to calm down one night when Marjorie wouldn’t stop crying. Irritable and impatient in the months after her birth, as if he hated all of the attention I paid to her. I chased him outside, desperate to apologize. But he ignored me and walked into the forest, only to return ashen-faced some time later. We made excuses to my parents in the morning and left before the sun rose above the horizon. “Of course, there’s nothing out there—but we’re lucky he thinks there is. Now go to sleep, alright? Good night.”


“Night.” Marjorie curls on her side as I close her bedroom door. The dim hallway stretches out in front of me, quiet except for the soft sound of the television playing in the living room. Nothing stirs in the master bedroom upstairs. Mother has probably already swallowed the pills she takes to knock herself unconscious every night.


When I push the back door open, I pause to brace myself before I step out onto the porch. My eyes dart around the deserted yard before they focus on the forest. The grass rustles, but no crickets sing hidden in the foliage. An old path waits just past the fence, covered in shadows. Half-overgrown, it leads deeper into the wilderness. I stare down it for a minute, straining to see anything in the darkness. Nothing stirs at all. I picture small wild animals standing still as they wait for a predator to move on through the undergrowth.


“Hello?” My shoulders stiffen as I wait for an answer. Half-expecting that my ex-husband will step out from the shadows, although it’s over an hour’s drive from Portland to reach this remote suburb nestled at the base of the mountains. A long journey through unlit roads that curve through Reachwood Forest before the neighborhood emerges.


Hopefully its presence will be enough to deter him from pursuing us here.


When no response—from my ex-husband or anything else—floats through the dark, I sigh and circle around through the garden. My car sits parked in the driveway. The headlights flash when I unlock it to bring our last few belongings inside the house.


Carrying the suitcases up the stairs, I stop to check the mailbox out of habit. A letter waits inside, sealed with a familiar golden crest. My name is written in delicate script across its paper surface. I freeze, eyes darting across the houses lining the street. It’s been less than a week.


Who could have told them I’d returned home?


My wrist aches when I pick up the envelope. Sweat spreads across my palms. My hand slips against smooth metal as I twist the doorknob until the door finally swings open. I tread quietly down the hallway, passing my father sprawled across the couch in the living room. Awake late, retired for several years now. The muted light from the television plays across his worn face.


I set the suitcase down in my bedroom before I retrieve my prescription container and return to the kitchen, still clutching the envelope tight in my white-knuckled fist. After pouring a glass of water, I wash down a painkiller and wait for the pill to dull my senses as I turn the envelope over. The cursive script spelling out my name is unmistakably Victoria’s handwriting. Even when we were children, she always had an uncanny way of knowing everything that happened in Reachwood.


“What’s that?” my father asks from behind me. I flinch, spinning around quick.


“Nothing. Just a letter.” I set the envelope down.


“From who? I thought you hadn’t told anyone you were back home yet.” Apprehension lowers his voice, as if he’s remembering all of the anonymous calls and messages I received after Adam’s body was found in the forest. He had defended me from the half-baked accusations and groundless suspicions until I couldn’t take it anymore. Packed my bags and fled to Portland.


“I haven’t read it.” I pry at the edges of the gold crest stamped on the paper. Sealing whatever message might be waiting inside. My mouth grows dry.


“Did your mother talk to you about the Reachwood Festival?” he asks as he opens the fridge and rummages around inside for another can of beer.


“Yeah.” I swallow.


“Are you going?” The can hisses when he pops the tab open. Froth spills over the metal rim and drips onto the spotless granite counter. He picks up the dishcloth hanging by the sink and wipes away the mess until the stone shines clean again. Spotless. Just how Mother wants it.


“I guess so.” I remember the lanterns that hang on the trees each year, displayed as a part of the celebration. Pretty enough to look like a scene straight out of a dream or a movie. “Looks like everybody knows I’m here already. They won’t leave me alone until they see me again.”


“Don’t you want to see them?” he asks, and I picture Victoria’s face. Preserved in time, still seventeen years old in my mind. Beautiful and wild.


Her family closed in around her after Adam’s murder. Forbade her to leave the house during the investigation, as if they were afraid she would be the next to disappear into the forest. I never got the chance to say goodbye before I left.


“I don’t know.” Uncertainty tinges my words as I pick up the envelope again, the crisp paper rough against my fingertips.


“Maybe you should give them a chance,” he says before he leaves the kitchen, heading back toward the living room and the television.


I pack more of my family’s old belongings away inside cardboard boxes while I wait for the painkiller to take effect. Not brave enough to read the contents of the letter without it. The envelope rests on the countertop as I organize a dented set of pots and pans inside the donation bin. The same ones my father taught me how to cook with, praising each creation no matter how burnt it was. I throw several sets of stained napkins into the garbage, along with other things my parents won’t need to bring with them when they move to a new home in the city.


The medication finally hits me, softening the hard edges of the world around me. I carry the envelope into the guest room and sit down on my bed. Breaking the seal, I unfold the thick paper—decorated with more elegant handwriting. An invitation to the Reachwood Festival. My body grows cold when I read the note at the bottom of the page, penned in Victoria’s neat script.


Welcome home, Ava.




CHAPTER 6


“Ava? Are you ready?” Mother knocks on the door.


“Almost.” I model a floral-brocaded black dress in front of the mirror.


“Hurry up. We don’t want the festival to start without us,” she says and opens the door of the guest room to scrutinize my outfit. Clothed in black, a wide-brimmed hat perched atop her head. Body tense with nervous energy. She has always hated venturing into the forest, although she perseveres with the tradition every year. Another opportunity to present the perfect image of our family to the neighbors.


“I’ll be ready in a minute.” I swipe lipstick across my mouth, staining it soft pink.


“You should wear a jacket with that dress,” she suggests, glancing pointedly at the scabbed incision on my wrist and the faint bruises still yellowing on my shoulders.


“I know.” I roll my eyes. She always shied away from talking about my ex-husband. Never once attempted an intervention during the long years I spent with him. Probably just happy that at least we married before I had Marjorie, partially erasing the shame of my unexpected pregnancy. She had always been content to ignore the worst parts of my relationship, or pretend that it didn’t happen.


Like some kind of stain on her own reputation.


After she closes the door again, I spin in a slow circle in front of the mirror. Elaborate fabric flares around my knees. Dressed in my best—if I have to meet Victoria and the rest of my wildly successful friends tonight, I want them all to be impressed.


“Marjorie, we’re leaving,” I call when I step into the hall.


“I’m not ready.” Her faint voice travels through her closed bedroom door. I push it open and blink at the piles of clothes scattered across the carpet, stamped with popular brand-name logos. Marjorie stands in front of the long mirror propped up in the corner. Her forehead puckers as she studies her reflection.


“Hurry up.” Mother appears behind me and I jump. “We’re going to be late already.”


“I don’t have anything to wear.” Marjorie brushes bubblegum pink lip gloss across her mouth. “These are all old—they were cool like a year ago.”


“If you don’t pick something soon, we’re going to leave without you,” Mother says. Marjorie sorts through the t-shirts still left hanging in her closet, searching for a new outfit as I wonder how her first day at school went. If she made any friends, or if she’s upset because none of her classmates gravitated toward her the same way they had back at home. Drawn by her bright smile and flashy clothes.


“So what? I don’t care.” She sulks.


“Well, you should.” Mother’s tone hardens, as if she’s preparing to scold Marjorie the same way she scolded me when I was a teenager. My back stiffens but Marjorie ignores her, completely unintimidated by the sharpness in her words. Much braver than I had been at her age.


“What’s going on?” My father walks down the hallway toward us, drawn to the sound of our raised voices. He leans against the wall and pushes his glasses up the bridge of his nose. Dressed in black like the rest of us. The clothes look new, like he wanted to wear something nice in case he ran into some of his old friends tonight.
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