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What People Are Saying About


A Glimmer in the Hollows


I wasn’t prepared for what waits in the woods. A Glimmer in the Hollows kept me turning the pages, ignoring my to-do list, and staying up past my bedtime. Lorna Selley delivers a highly atmospheric, eerie novel brimming with mystery and longing. It’s one of my favorite reads of the year, and you don’t want to miss it.


—Debra Castaneda, award-winning author of The Root Witch


This is a magical tale that will go beyond the reader’s wildest imagination. Missing children, a babysitter who will never stop looking, and an out-of-town fiction writer all take their places as this mystical story unfolds. With its suspenseful, intricate plot and deep characters, A Glimmer in the Hollows is certainly movie worthy.


—San Francisco Book Review


A visceral romp through intrigue and mystery. Selley is an exciting new voice in paranormal suspense that everyone should read.


—Rayvn Salvador, author of the Haunted New Orleans trilogy


A Glimmer in the Hollows is a masterful debut by Lorna Selley, who skillfully combines elements of psychological suspense, intricate character development, and a hauntingly atmospheric setting of a town cloaked in secrets. Selley’s vivid prose contributes to a gripping narrative packed with riveting plot twists that will keep you guessing and reading. This thrilling read will stay with you long after the last page. Grab your flashlight and prepare to journey into the shadows of Driftwood. I dare you to put this book down.


—London Clarke, bestselling author of Until Death and The Neighbor


“[A] spine-chilling story of a creepy little town. Lorna Selley took me on a roller coaster ride of intrigue, mystery, suspense, and the supernatural [...] I was guessing until the very end. It was a page-turner, and I could not put it down[...] The suspense kept me on the edge of my seat.”


—Reader’s Favorite


“A tense, vivid mystery steeped in surprises.”


—Midwest Book Review
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Chapter 1


Thursday, October 31, 2002


It’s all my fault. I promised we wouldn’t go out.


Jessica ran along the back road, skinny shins slashing the dark. Her legs were numb. The rest of her was all nerves and swinging arms, bursts of ragged breath. She didn’t dare look over her shoulder. What if the shadow tried to take her, too?


A scratchy bulb lit the distance. She was nearing an intersection, where a streetlight marked the end of the gravel road. Burnished leaves and shrubbery thinned, and home was one straight stretch. The boxy contours of houses crouched ahead.


She raced past lamp-lit windows that splayed their light onto Driftwood’s front lawns. Thunder rolled. The storm was chasing her home. Pine Street was quiet – the trick-or-treaters had moved on. But the jack-o-lanterns still flickered from porch steps, and toilet paper dangled from a neighbor’s hickory tree.


She slowed when she saw the Garcias’ car in the driveway, parked behind her parents’ station wagon.


They’re already home. And soon they’ll know.


Her knees slackened. The surge of power that had held her together was almost gone.


Time dragged when she ran through the front door, and the hallway stretched on and on. A slice of kitchen linoleum angled into view.


Her brother slumped on the floor by a splattered spoonful of strawberry jelly. Jessica took another step, just a whisper away from the kitchen now, and found her mother. She was standing by her brother, yelling, but Jessica could only hear the thud of her own heart, loud as a punch between her ears.


Her feet touched linoleum. Paula Garcia stood behind Jessica’s mother, hands fluttering like little birds. Her father appeared from the dining room doorway – his voice was the first noise to break through the beat of her heart. “Where the hell did you go? Do you know what time it is?”


Jessica searched for words. She found them shaking, just like her legs. Quivering inside her throat.


“I’m sorry,” she said. “It’s all my fault.”


“What’s your fault?” Her mother’s voice was hollow and tinny, like the rattle of an empty can.


Jessica reached for more words, but they died on her lips.


“They just left! I didn’t know they were gone!” her brother yelled, slicing into the silence.


Jessica’s mouth fell open at the wall clock. Somehow, it had stolen hours from her.


“Where’s Olivia?” her father boomed, as if the thought had suddenly invaded his head.


Jessica’s knees gave in. All the fight had left her, and the darkness she’d run from folded its wings around her.


“She’s gone.”









Chapter 2


Tuesday, April 12, 2022


Elliot stood up from his desk and shuffled to the kitchen with his head still lost in his manuscript’s prologue. Gauzy-faint figures behind shaggy evergreen branches, gemmy eyes flaying the dark. A mystery decades old, buried deep.


The kitchen light blinked on. He made coffee – he’d embraced his insomnia years ago. He could sleep when he was dead, or tomorrow on the couch, at least. In the meantime, his unwritten novel kept him awake at night.


Two weeks steeped in Driftwood conspiracy theories had left him with a dozen bookmarks in his web browser and a near-empty manuscript. He’d tumbled down the rabbit hole and lost himself in its twists and turns, its grub-hollowed crevices. Days fizzled as he paced his apartment, veering into tangents, scribbling notes into the little hours.


He returned to his desk, thinking of Driftwood’s missing kids, and all the rumors he’d read.


“I saw those kids. Their eyes glow in the dark. They shimmer like opals.”


“They’re ghosts. They haunt the woods! They like to come out in the fog and the rain.”


And the more Elliot read, the more intriguing Driftwood became.


“I was dumb enough to hike those trails alone. Sickness, dizziness, hallucinations … there’s something wrong with that place.” 


Some blamed the nausea, the confusion and the strange encounters on the ley lines that intersected in the state park. Others insisted there was an underground laboratory, where malevolent ETs kidnapped children and dissected their bodies, miles below the forest floor. Some blamed sinister CIA experiments, and others thought Driftwood had fallen under the spell of a satanic cult. Elliot had scrambled to write down every rumor, and they’d bloomed into a cloud of possibilities. A dozen warping plot lines and characters.


He clicked his pen and thumbed through his notebook. Six months until his deadline, and he had nothing but a few scenes, a notebook full of scrawl. The pulse in his neck quickened at the thought.


Just stick to the formula.


His string of bestsellers had all followed the same recipe: the spine-chilling tales of a creepy little town, embellished and baked into a tightly woven plot.


Last year, he’d spent four months in a sleepy corner of Maine, bashing out chapters of Black Eye until dawn, after days interviewing locals who’d sworn they’d been abducted by aliens. Tall skinny grays with inky black eyes and sharp teeth, and nights in paralysis aboard ships shaped like spinning tops. The year before, he’d spent weeks in a haunted bed and breakfast in Vermont, writing Gemini and listening to the wind whistle through the rickety window frames.


Who knew if there was truth in any of it? He’d never felt the cold clammy brush of gray fingers, and he’d never seen the ghosts of the murdered twins in Vermont. But that didn’t matter. His novels flew off shelves and into laps and tablets, and now his readers wanted more.


But it was too late to spend weeks holed up in some odd little town in Appalachia. He’d already lost months to procrastination and book signings. Six months was barely enough time to crank out all his caffeinated chapters.


He was scattered, restless, and he couldn’t stop doubting himself. And now he felt the same prickly tickle of dread that had paralyzed him seven years ago, when he was still a reporter for the paper in Boston, typing through dawn to meet unreasonable deadlines.


What if they hate every word this time? 


Elliot brushed his notes aside, irritated that success was now fraying his nerves. Black Eye had sent his career into overdrive. A studio optioned it, critics loved it, and it soared to the top of bestseller lists like a paper bird riding a gust of wind. But each bestseller meant the next had to be even better, and each day it was harder to spin all that hypnotic snappy prose when he spent nights worrying that he’d never pull it off again.


And then there was his weakening connection to anything that felt normal or real, he reminded himself, rolling his neck. His family, who complained that he always forgot to call, and the friends – the real friends from when he was still pulling twelve-hour days as a frazzled journalist – when did they fall to the wayside? He wasn’t even sure.


He stood by the window and told himself to stop complaining, to be thankful for all that he had. Lights blinked off in the office building across the street. The stars hid light years beyond the streetlights, the Manhattan skyline, the smog and the clouds. But the inspiration he’d scribbled down for that prologue was still vivid, and it had left an imprint. The cloud-spearing trees, the haunting impish kids fading into the hollows.


The next book … it’s all in there. I just have to tease it out.


He returned to his desk and wrote for ten minutes, forming more half-sketched scenes. Feet dragging over pebbles and pine sprigs, limp arms swaying over a shoulder. A barbed tumble through the underbrush, a scream tearing the twiggy quiet at its seams.


But what happened to those kids, really? 


He logged back on to his laptop, then clicked on a bookmarked article – a sloppy report in the Driftwood Times about a girl who’d disappeared twenty years ago.


Olivia Garcia was her name. The first kid who’d vanished, and the only one to make headlines. A six-year-old who disappeared in the park on Halloween. The others were a mystery, mostly. Amateur sleuths claimed at least a dozen more had disappeared. Foster kids, runaways. But evidence was thin – no police archives, no front-page reports. Elliot had almost given up, until he’d found a buried snippet about two foster kids who’d wandered into the park two years ago. Joseph Baker, a twelve-year-old, and a boy who’d vanished two weeks later, five-year-old Anthony Walker.


Half an hour later, Elliot had a map of Driftwood State Park printed and taped to his wall in sections. He stared at it with his hands on his hips. The sheriff’s department, forest rangers and volunteers had combed the woods for days, searching for Olivia Garcia. No torn clothing, no blood or remains. No sign of struggle. And locals swore that search and rescue had been just as fruitless for every other kid. As if they’d all been inhaled by the fog and the pines, sucked into sylvan lungs forever.


Joseph and Anthony didn’t live in the same foster home. Olivia had vanished twenty years earlier. So what did they have in common? Were they just easy prey – vulnerable, fragile – or was the truth more tangled and sinister? And what sparked the rumors of their eyes glowing in the dark? It must have been coyotes or raccoons, he guessed. There was a logical explanation for every whispered tale about Driftwood, he was sure – abductions or trafficking, or a few bored locals tripping, hallucinating in the woods.


You don’t have to solve the puzzle; you just have to write the damn book. Keep it unlikely, unthinkable. Keep it untamed.


He set his empty coffee mug on his desk and paced again, feet creaking over the hardwood, then threw another glance at the map. It would be so much easier to write in Driftwood, among the sloping acres of spruce and fir, the looming loblolly pines. He glanced back at his laptop, and his heart thumped at the thought that crept in, or perhaps it was just the caffeine.


No, no. He couldn’t do that all over again. Stick to the plan. Write the damn novel from here. But he sat down at his desk, now feeling his heart thump a little more, and checked the weather in Driftwood. Maybe I need a break from New York anyway.


Thunderstorms all next week. So much for that excuse. His fingers hovered above the keyboard.


“Screw it,” he muttered, then booked a plane ticket for a tiny airport twenty miles from Driftwood, with a two-hour layover in Charlotte. Just enough time to cancel the whole thing and book a flight home, he figured, then fell into bed.









Chapter 3


Tuesday, April 12, 2022


Jessica flinched when the power went out. Lightning blanched the dark, and the bathroom ceiling shuddered vein-blue and electric-white. The storm had flooded Jessica’s driveway, drowned her yard, and now it interrupted her pen strokes as she wrote down a dream from the night before.


She dropped her pen and journal to the floor, climbed out of the tub and padded down the hallway, then searched the closet for a candle and a lighter. The candle flame cast its murky orange glow into the dark, and bathwater gurgled down the drain. She pulled on pajamas.


Something hit the ground outside, louder than the rainfall. Just the wind toppling the trash can. I’ll deal with it in the morning.


But as she padded to the kitchen, candle flickering in her hand, a hunch made her pause in the hallway. Was it really just the wind? Or is someone out there? One of those kids? Jessica continued to the kitchen, shaking her head. Too many nights alone reading rumors, and now I’m paranoid.


Children vanished in Driftwood. The forest seemed to snatch them into its mossy fists. And according to legend, they reappeared, feral and barefoot, to roam the woods and haunt back yards, scavenging from trash cans. But the truth was buried under myths whipped up at water coolers – a tangled snare of secrets, hidden in the verdant belly of the state park.


Just let it go, Jessica told herself, knowing that she wouldn’t. She’d never let it go, because 20 years ago, Olivia Garcia slipped from her side, into the trees, never to be seen again. But all those years digging through forum threads and newspaper archives hadn’t erased Jessica’s guilt or offered any answers. Just more questions, more haunting dreams and night sweats.


In the kitchen, Jessica set the candle on the counter and stared through the window, but the trash can was hidden around a corner. The wind hurled a sheet of rain at the window that hit as an angry, breathy slosh.


“I really need to get a grip,” she muttered, thinking of the self-help books her friend Jamie had given her, now collecting dust under her bed. Tactful reminders that she could be more than a library clerk, eternally single, lost in the eerie conspiracies of Driftwood. The power of positive thinking, or something like that.


The light blinked on in the hallway, and the microwave’s clock flashed. Puffing out a sigh, Jessica flipped on the kitchen light.


She busied herself with rinsing plates in the sink, then searched for something she could wrangle into dinner. The cabinets were nearly bare – just some granola bars and a pack of clumpy pasta mix. There was some almost-fresh bread in her mother’s smelly plastic bread box, snug between the other junk she’d been too sentimental to throw out: chipped canisters and warped Tupperware on the ugly laminate countertop.


Now that Jessica’s parents were dead, their clutter sustained her. Cancer had taken them both, but their belongings were a scaffold of memories, crammed into corners and overstuffed shelves. But those memories faded a little more every day, coiling deeper into the woodgrain, sinking into the carpet pile. There was little that was still palpable, except for a whiff of her mother’s perfume from a dresser drawer, or the earthy scent of her father’s hunting gear in the garage.


A car alarm shrieked, the kitchen light flickered, and Jessica could’ve sworn something glimmered outside. A quick, shiny blink, just beyond the corner of her eye.


I should head out there, just in case. The lawn’s probably covered in trash.


She took a step toward the kitchen door.


But I’m already in pajamas, warm and dry. The trash can wait. And it’s just a damn storm. A few branches, some roof shingles ready to slip and slide.


Branches scraped the windowpane like gnarled fingers. It was nights like these that she dreaded the most, when the wind howled, and thunder roared. Nights when Olivia whispered from some dark pocket of her mind: “Why did you let me run into the woods? Why can’t you remember what happened on that back road, Jessie?” 


The past had a habit of creeping in, like a draft under the door.


Don’t think about all that tonight.


Instead, she leaned against the wall and distracted herself with thoughts of Elliot Reed, a dizzyingly handsome writer who never really left her mind at all. His bestsellers tucked her into the folds of wild, compelling worlds, eclipsing her own world, her humdrum life. For four years, critics had crooned about his glossy prose and gripping plot lines, but despite how many studied him, no one really seemed to know him, because he refused to discuss anything that veered from the pages of his novels. Instead, he gave a non-answer here and there, an evasion with a smile.


But that was all irrelevant to Jessica. Her Elliot – the version she’d whisked together from daydreams – was always there, somewhere between the background and foreground, and she had a different fantasy for every room in the house. The kitchen was one of her favorites: How he’d ease her onto the countertop and her legs would curl around his hips. His lips brushing her skin, a light touch sweeping her hair aside, and a feathery exhale as he slipped a hand between her thighs.


Another rattle from outside jerked her upright. A murmur, a scrape. There was definitely someone, or something, outside. Jessica ran to the garage and grabbed her raincoat and flashlight, pulled on sneakers, then headed for the back door.


Rain streamed from the porch awning and puddled on the ground. She stepped through the overgrown lawn. The dark enveloped her, and the storm pelted the hood of her raincoat. Water seeped into her shoes and bled through her pajama pants. She flipped on her flashlight and aimed it at the trashcan.


Two young boys stood by the toppled can, ghost-bright in the flashlight’s beam. They were filthy and barefoot, shins caked in mud, ignoring the rain that drowned their ankles and cascaded from their hair and shoulders. They stared back at Jessica, fearless and feral, with opal-bright eyes that punctured the dark.


Jessica ran back inside and slammed the door closed.


Calm down. It was just the flashlight’s reflection. 


But intuition told her otherwise, so she walked to the living room window and peered behind the curtains. The kids were still standing by the trash can, but now they were facing the direction of the window, homing in on her, as if they expected to find her there. Again, their eyes glimmered, too bright to fade into the chaos of the storm. The youngest boy took a step toward her, and another, but the taller one tugged at his shoulder. They turned and sprinted, disappearing behind the shrubs at the end of the yard.


Jessica shivered. Rain dripped from her raincoat, onto the carpet. She kicked off her sneakers and shrugged off the coat. Did I hallucinate? she wondered. Maybe I’m losing my mind. Too much time lost in tangents and what-ifs.


She threw on fresh pajamas in her bedroom. Under the bed, next to her pile of books, hid a stack of more journals, recording two decades of haunting dreams and nightmares. She pulled the top one from its hiding place. The pages were filled with notes and sketches, scrawled in the little hours, sleepy eyes adjusting to lamplight from her nightstand.


Flipping through impatiently, she found an entry from a month ago:


I lay in a cave, deep underground, miles beneath the mossy underbrush and the roots of loblolly pines. I was trapped among worms and centipedes, skulls and bones. Glowing eyes stared at me in the dark, bright as gems. Murmurs echoed, and a small hand touched my shoulder. I woke up bathed in sweat.


On a fresh sheet of paper, she sketched the two boys by the trash can. Their luminous eyes and skinny limbs, their indignant stare.


I should’ve called the cops, she thought, now walking to the kitchen.


And say what? I saw two glowing-eyed kids in my yard? Kids I dreamed about? Forget that. But maybe they’re hungry. Maybe they’ll come back.


She grabbed the granola bars from the cabinet, tossed them onto the back porch, then retreated to the kitchen and considered calling her brother.


No, he’ll be over in a blink, winding me into a flutter with legends, theories, memories, she decided, pouring herself a large glass of wine.


I’m not calling anyone. 


Instead, she’d escape inside Elliot’s latest novel and bask in more sultry thoughts of lying entwined with him. Yes, she’d finish another bottle of cheap merlot, sink into Black Eye, a paranormal mystery that was dog-eared from multiple reads, and lull herself to sleep.









Chapter 4


Friday, April 15, 2022


Elliot sat in the quietest corner of the business lounge. He nursed a scotch and watched the departures screen, waiting to board his connecting flight to Driftwood.


Dark clouds flanked the horizon, and gray drizzle splattered the gaping wide windows. Elliot frowned at the gloom. Soon those storm clouds would unload, and he’d be thrown around a puddle jumper. Thunder roared, only just discernible through the din of airport chatter and the clink of glasses from the bar.


Part of him wanted to forget his plan and head right back to New York, but he was spinning his wheels in Manhattan. Three more days of digging hadn’t revealed much. The state park service didn’t have a registry of missing people, a grumbling old man had told him over the phone. They had little interest in tracking anything but deer, it seemed. And the sheriff’s department had no digitized records. Just a list of current missing persons and a typo-riddled mission statement.


He had, of course, complicated everything for himself yet again, Elliot admitted, sighing under his breath. He’d never planned on traveling to America’s creepiest towns to write paranormal mysteries. When he was still cranking out articles, he’d pictured himself writing edgy police procedurals full of snippy one liners and short tempers. Tie-looseners and fist pounders and late-night coffee drinkers, chasing leads and shaking their heads at red herrings. But he’d soon grown bored of that, and found his mind wandering beyond the city limits, into the quiet hollows where wilder mysteries slept.


But this might have been the wildest mystery yet, and the rumors kept Elliot’s mind sparking.


“Those kids like to dig through people’s trash. My friend swears she caught them in her back yard.” 


“I saw them eating fungus right off a tree.”


One comment robbed him of sleep more than the rest, left him blinking in the dark:


“I was with Olivia the night she disappeared. I still feel like it’s all my fault. But I refuse to believe that she’s dead.”


The poster, Chasing_the_Void, had since deleted the account, and he couldn’t find the alias anywhere else.


Elliot pulled his laptop from his bag and logged on. Since boarding the flight from New York, his main character had taken shape, as if nearing Driftwood somehow made everything clearer. A woman haunted by the past, determined to uncover a mystery that tormented an Appalachian town.


With those hazy ideas unfurling, he threw together a back-cover blurb, typing between sips of scotch. A minute before heading to the departure lounge, he emailed it to his agent. He’d soon find it online, he guessed, tethering him to a story that he hadn’t figured out.


Standing in line to board, he hatched a plan for the next three days, which included hiking the forest trails and trawling through library archives. But more than anything, he needed to siphon the town’s fresh air and gossip, the dew on its pines and the coffee stains on its diner mugs. The beat of its heart, the pulse of its rumors. And he needed to figure out his new lead character. Shape her past, her motives, what she feared and what she craved.









Chapter 5


Friday, April 15, 2022


Jessica jogged the winding forest path, breath bursting from her lungs into the pine-scented air. She was chasing a child no more than fifty feet ahead. A young girl with long brown hair and nylon wings on her back.


Jessica’s legs were lead-heavy, her clothes drenched in rain. Fog blurred the arrow-like trees, and the girl slipped from view, merging with the damp haze. 


The fog thickened, blooming from the hollows, and twilight dimmed to a murky near-dark. Jessica reached for branches to guide her along the path. The pines were charcoal silhouettes, and dusky shadows stretched across the forest floor. But the girl, was she still ahead?


Jessica staggered up an incline, swerving from sloping branches, sending gravel tumbling down the trail behind her. The pines loomed, shaggy arms draping wide.


At last, the fog thinned enough that Jessica could see ten feet ahead, but darkness was inching in. A scuffle broke through the patter of the rain, and she followed the sound. The girl peered from behind a cluster of loblolly pines. She was skinny and barefoot, her wings tattered and her dress torn.


“Olivia? Is that you?” Jessica called, catching her breath.


The girl scurried farther up the trail, into the evergreens. Jessica tracked her, catching sight here and there of the sway of her hair.


She was gaining on the girl, so close she could see the gauzy fabric of her dress. But suddenly Jessica’s legs felt heavy again, so heavy it felt like she’d run all night. A dragging, a pull from underground. It began as just a tug, and then a lurch, as if she were sinking into quicksand, dropping inch by inch. As if, at any moment, the twigs and leaves would fall away, and she’d tumble into the earth.


The girl turned to face her again, and this time smiled, amber-gold eyes shimmering in the last breaths of twilight. “Why don’t you remember, Jessie? Why don’t you remember what happened in the dark?”


Jessica couldn’t seem to utter a sound. The girl’s eyes flashed again, but now there were others, shimmering between the trees. Two boys stood to the left, twenty feet farther up the incline.


As she stepped forward, Jessica’s foot collided with a heavy chunk of soil. The earth was sucking her in, walling up around her. She fell waist deep, kicking, grabbing at roots until the ground crumbled, and she tumbled through a loamy black tunnel.


Jessica burst into consciousness, jerking upright, dizzy from the sensation of falling. Her phone lay on the nightstand. 4 a.m. She flipped on the lamp and let the vertigo subside, then grabbed her journal from under the bed. The dream was already fading, but Jessica scribbled down all that she remembered. Then she turned off the light and sank into the pillow again, hoping to fall back to sleep.


But fifteen minutes of racing thoughts told her that wouldn’t happen. Instead, she’d lie awake until dawn bled through the curtains and bleached the carpet. With a sigh, she threw back the covers and pulled on her robe. The frigid morning chilled her feet.


She made coffee, blinking under the glare of the kitchen light. Her stomach rumbled, but the fridge was as bare as the cabinets – just a jug of orange juice, a carton of almond milk, and a strange pie that Tabitha, her fiery-haired colleague, had thrust into her arms at the library potluck. “You need to eat this before you waste away, Jessie,” she’d said. 


She made toast under the broiler instead. The stove leaked heat like a hole in the sun and needed an upgrade, just like the checkered linoleum that peeled at the edges, and the sofa in the living room with its ancient cushions she’d slowly been molding to the shape of her own butt.


Two more hours until she’d have to get ready for work. Enough time to read another four chapters of Black Eye. Heading for the living room, she heard a scrape from outside, a rustle. She set down her coffee cup and toast.


Another scrape, and now a murmur, coming from the back porch. Jessica walked to the back door.


Three children crouched on the porch, picking up the granola bars she’d left outside on Monday night. They froze, caught in her stare like startled deer. The same two boys, and now a young girl with wisps of flaxen hair tangled around her face, dressed in a muddy nightgown.


“Are you guys OK? What are you doing here?” Jessica steeled against a gust of cold wind that ruffled the hem of her robe. The kids didn’t move.


“We’re hungry,” the shorter boy squeaked, climbing to his feet. He had a mop of white-blond, semi-matted hair, caked in filth. His eyes were disarmingly sea-green and wide, and his skin was a grubby alabaster.


“Don’t call the police!” the taller boy snapped, also climbing to his feet. “They want to take us away.” His black hair hung in thick, haphazard dreads, and his eyes were just as clear and wide. But now fear sharpened his face. “We can’t go back there. Please! We just need some food.”


The girl remained on the porch floor, staring up at Jessica. She, too, had gemmy bright eyes, topaz-blue and crystalline. Goose bumps spread across Jessica’s skin. Under the grime, the kids were angelic and eerily beautiful, with fine, angular features.


“I won’t call the police,” Jessica said, eyes darting around the dark back yard. “Why don’t you come inside and get warm? You must be freezing.” Nervousness crept into her voice.


All three children shook their heads. Jessica was almost relieved. What was I thinking, inviting three feral kids into my home?


“OK, just stay right here.” Jessica left the door ajar and ran to the kitchen, where she grabbed a bag of trail mix from a cabinet and apples from the counter, then tossed them into a grocery bag. On her way back to the porch, she pulled three crocheted blankets from the closet in the hallway, her fingers moving before she could make a sensible decision.


“Here.” She handed the bag to the blond boy. “And take these.”


The kids draped the blankets around their skinny shoulders.


“You live around here? Your parents must be worried,” Jessica said, and immediately regretted it. They probably don’t have parents. I bet they ran away from some rat-infested foster home. 


The kids remained quiet, faces twitching, as if they were holding a silent conversation among themselves.


“Do you have a hammer?” the taller boy said.


“No,” she lied.


“Yes, you do.” The boy’s stare made the hairs on the back of Jessica’s neck stand on end.


“I don’t have one I can give you.” She hid her unease. Another dozen questions were ready to spill from her lips, but the two boys grew even more skittish. The girl stood up, and they ran from the yard.


Inside, Jessica picked up her cold toast and coffee and paced the living room, still shaken. It wasn’t just their eerie bright eyes, or their strange elfin beauty that unnerved her. They had an aura, a presence so strong it danced in the air and lingered like dust on her skin. Whatever it was, it felt like a tingling draft up her spine.


Jessica sighed, rapping her fingers on the bookshelf. She needed to do something. But what good would come of calling the sheriff’s office, or child welfare? Would they even believe her? More likely, they’d chalk her up as crazy, like the locals who called about ghosts, UFOs, and wolves in their back yards. Driftwood was awash with legends.


I’ll skip the details. I’ll just let them know I saw three kids in my yard at 4:30 in the morning, she decided, reaching for her phone.


But she quickly set it down again, remembering how the eldest boy had begged her not to call the police. The county’s child protection services ran on a shoestring, and Driftwood’s foster homes were almost as notorious as its legends. Locals whispered about squalor and violence, blaming vanishing children on the town’s broken homes. And as for Sheriff Clarke, he was useless twenty years ago, when Olivia disappeared, and he’d be just as useless now, she guessed.


Maybe they’re safer in the forest, in whatever hideout they’ve made for themselves, Jessica figured. In the kitchen, she chewed through the toast.


“They want to take us away,” the eldest boy had said. Take them where, and away from what? Were all three of them runaways? Jessica dropped her toast crust on the plate. Now that she thought about it, there was something vaguely familiar about the two boys. That steady, wide stare. She scraped back her chair and walked to the bedroom, then pulled aside the rickety sliding door of her closet.


A stack of folders hid in a box on the closet floor, under an old winter coat. They were crammed with articles, printed and archived, year after year. Reports on local child abductions, and articles about police procedure and repressed memories. Anything that might explain where Olivia went, and why Jessica’s memory of that night had vanished like mist from the lake. What gateway to the past might still exist somewhere, and what had been severed and blocked off forever.


Jessica flipped through a stack of newspaper cuttings from the Driftwood Times until she found an article from two years ago. Just a column, with a few pixelated photos of two missing boys: Joseph Baker and Anthony Walker. The photos were blurry, but Jessica could make out Anthony’s white-blond hair and Joseph’s defiant scowl. The report offered a few sparse details about their disappearance – a thumb-sized snippet for kids who didn’t matter enough to make headlines.


A driver reported seeing Joseph Baker entering the park 200 feet from Evergreen Pass, less than a mile from his foster home, the last paragraph read. Then: Anthony Walker was last seen walking alone on the highway, also approaching Evergreen Pass.


Jessica studied the two small photos, her pulse now a little faster. Both boys had disappeared right by Evergreen Pass, which ran along the border of the state park. A quiet dread had spread through Driftwood about the mountain pass. Cars and trucks seemed to fly over the guardrail like startled deer, and locals whispered about others vanishing there. More runaways, kids who’d slipped through the cracks. Jessica swore the surrounding woods were a pocket of eerie stillness, where the terrain seemed unreliable beneath her feet. As if the forest floor might crumble, pull her under its tangled brushwood, just like in the dream she’d woken from.


But the blonde girl was a mystery. Jessica flipped through her folders once more, then searched the local news for missing kids on her laptop. None of them looked anything like the girl who’d showed up on her porch. Another one forgotten, Jessica guessed. Unless she ran away recently.


Jessica’s neck ached from tension. She tapped a pen against her desk. What if she’s not a foster kid? What if she has a family, desperately looking for her? What if those boys lured her away from her home? They look innocent, but maybe they’re not.


She glanced at her phone again, fingers ready to dial the sheriff’s office, but shook her head, again remembering how the boys had begged her not to call the police.


I’ll say she turned up alone. No need to mention the boys. 


No, no, I can’t do that. Then I’ll be lying to the authorities. What if the neighbors saw all three of them? That could come back to bite. And how could they all have the same opal-like eyes? She dropped the pen on her desk and bit her lip, her finger tapping a nervous beat.


If they report her as missing, I’ll call, she decided, anxiety now spreading down her spine, churning her stomach. The kids had turned up in her yard twice, and she was already worried that they’d somehow enmeshed her in their fate, their predicament.


Her alarm sounded from the nightstand. Two hours had blown by. In the bathroom, she opened the cabinet and picked up a bottle of Ativan, which she hadn’t bothered to take for the last three days. All those years popping and flushing pills, and she still wasn’t sure what was worse: the drowsy numbness when she washed them down, or the fidgety anxiety when she stopped. She shook a pill into her palm, then threw it back into the bottle.


No, I don’t need that crutch. I’m normal. I’m fine. This time will be different. I just need to learn to stay calm. 


Instead, she scribbled down a few thoughts in her journal. It eased her urge to fret and fidget.


I have that feeling again, she wrote. That feeling that there’s something I know about the park. Something that hides and breathes in the weeds. A twig in the mud, a notch in the bark that I always miss. It gnaws at me, like invisible teeth. I’m always chasing something that escapes in the mist.









Chapter 6


Friday, April 15, 2022


It was one of those days at the library that begged for a fire drill, an emergency. Anything but another stack of mechanical engineering textbooks to catalog from the new inventory shelf. Jessica tugged her cardigan cuffs over her fingers. It was freezing in Driftwood College Library, as usual. A morgue full of books.


“Jessie, did you see a ghost? Or are you still waiting for a miracle? I can never tell when you stare into space like that.” Tabitha poked her with a pencil. Jessica squirmed. Her chair – a cold scoop of plastic – let out a squeak.


“This place is full of ghosts,” Jessica mumbled, lost in thoughts about the feral kids in her yard.


Tabitha nodded and sighed. “Don’t wait forever, Jessie!” she whispered a minute later.


Jessica blinked back to the present, bewildered by another interruption. “Huh?”


“Don’t wait too long for that miracle to come along. I waited and waited, and he never showed up, so I slept with Curtis instead, and he stuck like Velcro.” Tabitha shoveled a palmful of Doritos into her mouth. Her heap of red hair had almost come undone and hung in frizzy tendrils. Her eyelashes were like spiders’ legs, clumped in coats of flaking mascara.


“I barely remember what a man feels like,” Jessica murmured.


“Mine feels like pudge and he stinks. Don’t do what I did – don’t get stuck with a Velcro guy who smells like meatballs.” A cloud of orange crumbs settled in Tabitha’s sweater, because she ate like she’d been raised by wolves.


“I won’t. Velcro doesn’t stick to me.”


“You eat that pie? You’re skin and bones.”


“Yes, it was delicious,” Jessica lied. Maybe I’ll leave it on the porch for those kids. I’m all out of granola bars and trail mix.


Rosemary – quick-tempered, with a heavy bosom that strained her sensible shirt – peered over her cubicle and cleared her throat. Anything louder than the lazy trill of keystrokes irked the veteran cataloger. Tabitha rolled her eyes and flipped open a book.


Jessica longed for a window, a distraction from monotony. But desks with a view were reserved for management, and it was hard enough to get a box of tissues or the coveted automatic pencils from the storeroom. Tabitha settled for a roll of toilet paper on her desk, mostly in protest, and chewed on a unicorn pencil, which, like her snacks, came from the dollar store.


Cracking the spine of Fundamentals of Fluid Mechanics, Jessica searched for the willpower to catalog another title. The AC whirred, breathing another gust of cold air across her desk. Uncatalogued books towered by her monitor. When she hadn’t been thinking about the kids in her yard, she’d lamented the heartbreaking boredom of her workday and whipped up more toe-curling moments with Elliot Reed. His lips on hers as she’d restocked aisles one through five, and his roaming hands under her shirt as she’d twisted the phone cable around her wrist, on hold with the IT department. And she’d thought about sliding down his chest, his belly, as she’d refilled her coffee cup. How she’d unzip his jeans, make him see stars.


And she’d spent at least an hour imagining him walking through the cataloging office door, into her life, then tortured herself with all the reasons why that would never happen. Celebrity writers don’t visit Driftwood. Elliot Reed has no use for a woodsy tourist trap, and he definitely wouldn’t give a damn about a librarian with a messed-up head and holes in her cardigan cuffs.


“The Walrus said I can’t go home until I finish the accounting stack,” Tabitha moaned. Another interruption.


“He can’t strap you to your chair and…” Jessica trailed off as William poked his head out of his office and shuffled past in a mustard cardigan and tasseled loafers. He looked extra walrus-like that day, wayward whiskers sprouting from his chins. His halitosis lingered like a contrail.


Jessica checked the Driftwood Times website, which she’d kept open in a tab all afternoon. No headlines about a missing girl. No mention of a blonde kid on the sheriff’s department’s missing persons page, either.


The digits on her phone read 4:58. Close enough. She slipped out the door, jogged down the stairs, and nearly collided with Mr Fucky. No one knew how to pronounce the janitor’s name. Some insisted that it was really Fachey or Fockey, that there was a subtle, important difference, but Fucky amused everyone, so it stuck.


She swung through the revolving doors to low black clouds and air that whipped her awake. Another howling storm ahead. Students emptied out of a red brick lecture hall. She wove around them, then hit the boardwalk by Lake Driftwood. The wind dimpled the lake’s current, and the scowling skies turned it sulky gray.


Jessica pulled her cardigan close and walked faster. Just ten minutes to get home dry, if the clouds held on to their burden of rain. Thunder rolled – a clap from beyond the hulking cliff on the opposite shore.


But the clouds soon released a torrent that flooded the boardwalk and snaked across the road. The skies trembled and the lake sputtered. Another storm and no umbrella, so Jessica put her purse over her head. Water streamed down her neck, seeped through her shoes.


Moments from home, she glanced over her shoulder and caught a hunched-over figure in a hoodie, trailing ten feet behind her. She’d seen that hoodie on the boardwalk, she was sure. Someone had followed her home.


She turned around before hitting the driveway, rain slinking down her neck. Bright eyes blinked from across the street. Just a flash, like two tiny headlights flipped to high beams. But whoever hid under that hood quickly darted into the copse of trees lining the opposite street.


Jessica hurried inside and slammed the door, then peeled off her cardigan, toweled her hair. She kicked off her shoes, set the tea kettle on the stove, and ripped open a packet of hot chocolate. She was too on edge for coffee. Too spooked.


The powder dissolved as she stirred, and the rain drummed on the roof. She could still feel those eyes, watching her back, gleaming from across the street.


The warm mug thawed her fingertips. A few cloying sips seared her tongue. It’s because I gave them food and blankets. Or maybe they know what happened all those years ago. Maybe they know I let Olivia slip from my side, into the dark. 


She sighed through the steam of the mug, then peeled off her clothes. No, that’s impossible. They’re just kids. They weren’t even alive back then.


She pushed aside thoughts of whether she was crazy or not – they left a nasty residue, a sense of hopelessness that engulfed her like a fog – and pulled on a sweater and leggings. The gunmetal sky threw its gloom across the bedroom walls.


As the dresser drawer clunked closed, something felt amiss. She looked behind her, taking in the disheveled mess – the pile of laundry, the books under the bed, the empty coffee mug.


Footprints.


A faint trail of crescents. She followed the prints into the hallway. They led to the living room door, which stood ajar. She grabbed a bat from her brother’s old bedroom, then nudged the living room door with her foot. This is when smart people call the sheriff, pop an Ativan.


The door whined open. The words glared at her from the wall. Hurried, jagged, smudged by a fist. Black marker spanned five feet, scrawled at an angle, from shoulder height to the floor.


WAYKE THE SLEEPING


BURRY THE DED


As Jessica stared at the words, a strange white light suddenly flashed in her head. A flurry of twinkling bulbs, escaping some hidden furrow of her mind. She blinked and wobbled on her feet, startled. The writing on the wall had just unspooled a fragment, a sliver of a memory. She sank to the floor, closing her eyes to tease out more, but it left as quickly as it came. But whatever had just unfurled still breathed down her limbs. Her body knew those lights, that memory.


A fresh surge of adrenaline spurred her to stand up. She’d worry about the light later, when she wasn’t wielding a bat, staring at creepy misspellings on her wall.


The rest of the scrawl was a soup of letters, numbers, strange symbols. Her Sharpie lay on the floor by a few browning apple cores. A heap of foliage littered her desk. She tightened her grip on the bat.


But it wasn’t just a heap. It was a clumsy ring of pine sprigs and twigs, filled with shrubs and fungi, tangled in stringy roots and moss. A scattering of M&Ms, dusted in salt, hid among the flora. “Trail mix,” she murmured, then dug out a few bird feathers, a bear claw.


She listened for a creak over the floor, but the rain still hammered against the roof.


Check every room, search the garage.


An avalanche of toys in her brother’s old closet sent her heart thudding against her ribcage, but there were no footprints in the bedrooms. She searched on.


The concrete floor of the garage chilled her feet. Her father’s toolbox was open, its tools scattered on the floor. The hammer and wrenches were gone.


Back in the kitchen, she grabbed her father’s bourbon from under the sink, took a long swig and watched her fingers shake. There was a grubby handprint on the freezer. Unnoticed before, now it glared at her. She flung open the door. Someone had cleared out the top shelf.


“They’ve got some nerve,” she muttered, returning to the bedroom, ready to snatch her phone.


The window was cracked open – she hadn’t noticed that, either. The curtain hem billowed. Her phone rang from the nightstand, and she let out a yelp. Her brother’s name lit up the screen.


“Mark?”


“Jess, something’s going on. I saw the cops combing the woods with those bloodhounds.”


She searched for words, but they were lost in white light. It still blinked, fading like an echo in her head. The light … what the hell was that light I saw when I stared at those words on the wall?


“Are you listening, Jess?”


“Yeah, I’m here,” she murmured. She shut the window. Her stomach had knotted itself.


“What’s going on? You sound weird,” he said.


“I’m OK. It’s just that…”


“Just what?”


“It’s just that I think someone followed me home, and someone climbed through my window when I was at work,” she blabbered. “Someone wrote all over the wall.”


Someone, or some kid. 


“Wait, what? I’m coming over. Are you sure you’re alone now? Did you call the sheriff’s office? Maybe you should just get in the car,” he interjected, with that staggered breath that told her he was already pulling on his shoes to run out of his apartment.


“No, Mark, I’m fine. There’s no one here. Really, it’s okay.”


“Okay, well, just stay calm. I’m on my way. I’m guessing you haven’t eaten.”


“No, not yet,” she said, a second after he’d hung up.


Call the sheriff. 


She bit her lip, tapped her phone. Call the sheriff’s office now.


But the scrawl on the wall had just unraveled a thread. She had no idea where it led, but it was vindicating, somehow, and she needed to know why. She needed to stew in those words, decipher that scribble. Find that memory.


Besides, Sheriff Clarke will probably decide I made up the whole thing. No sign of forced entry. Just some weird crap on my walls. A mess on my desk. They’ll tell me to fix the window, get a security system. Some expensive shit I can’t afford.


No, the drunk sheriff can stay out of this.


She thought of the Ativan in the bathroom again. But she grabbed the bourbon instead and slumped into a chair. Yelling at her brother between the claps of a storm hadn’t eased the flutter in her chest. She took another long sip of bourbon, then reached for her journals from under the bed. A faint, near-forgotten memory had just surfaced. A memory of a moment she’d dreamed about almost twenty years ago.


Her oldest journal, a spiral-bound notebook decorated with stickers, lay at the bottom of the pile. Her adolescent cursive and collages filled every page. Elaborate, strange, intricate – her creations in paper and glue had been an outlet, a way to fill blank space inside and out. Illustrations of dreams and fading memories of Olivia, pasted together from magazine scraps, printed photos, and her own sketches in ink and colored pencil.


At the time, it had been the only way to make sense of Olivia’s disappearance. An odd but calming therapy, a habit that she’d hid from everyone. Sometimes our minds can’t make sense of scary things, so we park those memories in a secret place, the school counselor had told her, and Jessica had searched for those memories with glue and pencil strokes.


The first two pages were covered in glossy photos of pine trees. She’d added footsteps in ink, drawn as tracks along the back road to the state park, into an evergreen landscape pasted together from National Geographic photos.


On the third page, she’d drawn Olivia – a sketch of arms, legs and a head, around a dress made from a swatch of puffy floral wallpaper – and she was floating in the cosmos between aluminum-foil stars. On top of those she’d stuck sequins pilfered from a hideous sweater. Where did you go? Did you forgive me? She’d written her questions in a spiral around the sketch with a rainbow of colors flowing through the words. 


But Jessica was searching for something else. A dream from later that year, when every night, she’d woken shaking, bathed in sweat.


At last, she found it. There was no sketch, no collage. Just her sloping, twelve-year-old handwriting:


I was in a dark tunnel, and I was running. I think I was chasing Olivia. She turned around and she said something, but I didn’t understand. Then the lights came. She ran into the light. I looked around, and suddenly I was in the forest, all by myself. I ran home.









Chapter 7


Friday, April 15, 2022


The highway was slick with rain that pooled into every dip in the road. Elliot exited the airport ring road, glowering at the bloated clouds beyond the windshield. The airplane that had shuttled him from Charlotte, a whistling tin can, washed into the blur in his rearview mirror.


The heavens had opened as he’d left the terminal, and the sprint to the rental car office had soaked his bones. His shirt clung, clammy and cold under his sweater.


The road was straight for a short stretch, before ascending to the mountain road that led to Driftwood, which sat snug in the valley of the lush state park. The air carried the faint stink of a paper mill. He watched the squeaky hypnotic wipers slash the rain and flipped on the high beams.


The blue mountain ridge loomed beyond the guardrail, smoky and somber. Elliot’s mind was adrift in plot twists, forming fledgling characters. But soon the turns grew sharper, and he told himself to focus on the drive. The forested slopes shot up around him, almost obscuring the blackening sky. On the GPS, he saw nothing but faint snaking lines beyond the highway, as if he were speeding to leafy oblivion. Unmoored in looping thoughts, he hoped he’d find more than a thicket of pines and a sleepy town ahead. With a sigh, he remembered all that he’d run from in New York. His agent, Ruth, was now chewing her nails because he still hadn’t sent her the first chapter he’d promised. “I need something from you, Elliot. It’s too late in the game. What am I supposed to tell the publisher? You’ll give me a heart attack.”


The last rays of daylight sank into the gradient of dusky-hued trees. Only a few glowing cabin windows blinked through spruce and fir.


Fifteen miles to go, the navigation system promised, and then he’d park and dash under the wooden awning of the Driftwood Arbor, into the sparkling excess of the hotel lobby. And later that night he’d gaze out at Driftwood’s streetlights. Pour a nightcap from the minibar, perhaps. Swirl it in the glass and stare into the viscous little whirlpool as he unwound from travel. And he’d shower off the airport grime, sink into crisp sheets. Lose himself more in loose ends, the plot he had to build and then unravel.


The ascent sharpened, and he pushed on the gas. Thunder roared from beyond the mountain ridge. The dark now cloaked everything but the rain pelting the windshield. A lightning fork hit the turf beyond the guardrail, and the road flashed a cold blue-white.


He eased around a hairpin turn, and as the wheel straightened, a chill whispered up his spine, pulling him from the thoughts he’d lost himself inside. It numbed his tailbone, spread to his neck, then crept down his limbs and froze his fingertips.


He blinked, flexed his fingers. I’m just tired.


But as he tapped the gas pedal again, an eerie stillness deadened the car’s ascent. Inertia, despite the combustion of the engine, the dashed white lines spearing the dark ahead. He’d slipped inside a vacuum, separated from all that moved, breathed, bled.


Next, every noise – the hum of the engine, and the rubbery swup-swup of frantic wipers – ended. The rain no longer rattled the roof, and it didn’t cascade down the windshield the way it should. The wipers froze, ending their dance halfway across the glass. As if fingers had clicked, or a conductor had swept down his baton, and the universe had held its breath.


A young girl, standing smack in the middle of the road, tore him from the void. Blonde hair slick with rain, eyes glinting like solitaires in the dark, she was a skinny waif drowning in just a nightgown. Elliot swerved – a sharp turn toward the mountain ridge. The crash through the guardrail split the heavy velvet quiet.


He thought he was careening upward, beyond the guardrail, the treetops, toward the stars. Piercing the hemisphere to disappear into the cosmos. It wasn’t panic that seized him, and it wasn’t a moment of revelation before death. It was a lead-heavy dread that told him he’d somehow left the living world without dying, just like the tires had left the road.


But all that ended when he remembered to breathe. The rain crashed against the roof as if the clouds had exhaled with him, and the wipers swup-swupped across the windshield. The car bounced, lurched, tore over foliage, skidded down grass. Elliot gripped the wheel, slammed on the breaks, and the airbag deployed in a cloud of powdery smoke. His head hit the bag – a spongy-fierce smack. The bumper folded around a tree, and the hood crumpled.


Branches scratched against the roof of the car. The wind whistled, and the storm roared on. Elliot slumped against the airbag, limbs limp among the shattered glass.
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