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Time is now fleeting, the moments are passing,

Passing from you and from me.

Shadows are gathering, deathbeds are coming,

Coming for you and for me.

Come home, come home,

Ye who are weary, come home …

—from “Softly and Tenderly” (traditional hymn)

What candles may be held to speed them all?

Not in the hands of boys, but in their eyes

Shall shine the holy glimmers of goodbyes.

—from “Anthem for Doomed Youth,” Wilfred Owen




Ye mournful folk, be ye of Goode Cheere! In the comforting soyle of Lichport, your dead shalle finde peace. We shalle give every consideration to the speedy restfulness of your dead and/or departed. Let us minister to your grief in the venerated and accustomed manner of Lichport, a town well known for its verie full knowledge relating to every ancient and worshipfull ritual that shalle bring peace to all deceased or wandering folk. Walk abroad upon the peaceful lanes of Lichport and finde at every turn goode ground for your kin’s eternal rest. Here shall they be made welcome. Here shall they come to the sweete comfort that only our goodlie earth may give. Come ye! Come ye! To Fayre Lichport where the Dead and the Living find an Ende to Life’s Toil and Worldly Troubles Are No More!

—A Printed Advertisement distributed along the coastal and inland towns between 1792 and 1802 Written by Samuel Umber, Undertaker, Lichport
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HE SHOULD HAVE GONE HOME.

It was after eleven, so he’d have been home already. Arguing with his wife. Lying to his son about work and the hours of his work and the kind of work he said he did back in Lichport.

Amos Umber’s lies had become habitual. He would invent something about the corpse to tell his son. That’s what Silas always wanted to know. The grisly details. What happened to them? How did they die? What did it take to put all the pieces back in place? How did he treat the flesh so the family wouldn’t be reminded there was anything other than sleep waiting for them at the end of days?

It was their little ritual. Father and son. Lie stitched to lie. An elaborate collection of details and variations to make the stories he told sound real, momentarily fascinating, but also common and forgettable. Corpses and coffins, chemical order forms, and a dark pin-striped suit. So many details it almost held together if no one pulled at too many threads. No matter that his son assumed that “Undertaker” meant “mortician.” No matter that in the Umber family an Undertaker was something else entirely.

Amos hated lying to his son, but he had made a promise to his wife. He’d sworn not to say anything about the Undertaken, or Wanderers, or the Restless. He’d sworn not to talk to Silas about his side of the family or the family business in Lichport, where they all once lived together briefly when Silas was a baby.

Most of what he told his son was a lie, but not all of it. No matter how many minute details he fabricated, he always tried to say something about the Peace. At the end of each evening’s tale, that’s what he told his son he tried to do in his work: bring peace. And at least that part, that most essential act, was true.

On nights like this one, he longed to actually live inside his story-life, just doing the easy stuff: Bag ’em. Bury ’em. Arrange the flowers, line up the chairs for the visitation, hold the hands of the bereaved. But these were not part of his calling. His work began after the funeral. Or when there hadn’t been a funeral because the body was lost and rumors were making folk restless. Or because something so awful happened that folk couldn’t bring themselves to speak about it at all. As sure as a curse, secrets and silence brought them back and kept them wandering. If they couldn’t find the Peace … that’s when his dark and difficult work began.

He should have gone home.

But instead of driving his car on the road over the marsh, back to Saltsbridge and the other house in the suburbs, he was walking from his office down Main Street toward the water, deeper into the old neighborhoods, and singing softly to himself as familiar houses rose up against the night sky as if to greet him. He’d never once felt at home in Saltsbridge. Lichport would always be home, and he knew it.

The Morton house stood on a street of old leaning mansions above the Narrows, and it hadn’t been on his list of trouble spots. Sure, things came up unexpectedly, but not often—a quiet one might turn wakeful—but nowadays this was a rare event. That neighborhood had been peace-bound for a long time, even though the houses and the families around there were old and had troublesome pasts. Lots of the founding families had left Lichport, or died out, like the one last ancient aunt who lived with a hundred cats until someone noticed she wasn’t picking up her mail anymore.

Only the families with more dignity than money still lived near the waterfront, and the Mortons were one of those, lingering quietly among their losses, generation after generation, as the whole pile continued to fall down around them. One of the remaining Morton children had written to Amos, hastily, before abandoning the house “temporarily.” And now, very suddenly, there was talk of awful visitations and unsettled business, and no one wanted to walk past the house at night, and Lonely Folk were seen wandering at noon, even in the Narrows. Three people had heard the Sorrowsman on Dogge Alley. Two had seen him.

Rumors were running again in the streets of Lichport.

Even before he got to the house, even without seeing it, he guessed it was a box job causing the trouble, because those were the ones that came back without warning. That’s why no one used boxes or tins anymore, even though it used to be common practice, because they almost always broke open or corroded, and when it came back it was always worse than before. The last box he’d read about in the Undertaker’s ledger was used maybe two hundred years ago. Put it in the box, seal the box, bury the box somewhere deep. Under water. Under earth. Under stone. Many of the older sources suggested sinking such containers to the bottom of the Dead Sea, though this always seemed to Amos a little impractical.

But those boxes never stayed shut, and once the seal cracked it would start its long journey home one stride at a time, making a little progress every year, getting angrier and angrier along the way. And when it finally got home it would all start again, and that was a bad time for everyone. Amos had made quite a collection of boxes, keeping them away from people who might open one up out of curiosity, and occasionally, he’d try to set one right if he thought it could be done without causing any trouble.

All of the houses on this street roosted high above the sidewalk and peered down over the edge of land and out to the sea. Each was approached by long stairs that rose from below, ascending to carved front doors set deep within elaborate but crumbling porches and porticoes. As he looked up at the Morton place, he could see he was expected. Curtains, usually closed, were drawn away from the windows, and candlelight played out onto the casements.

When he arrived at the top of the stairs, he knocked once, firmly, on the faded door, its red paint peeling from the carved surface, and after several moments, opened it. No one greeted him. Perhaps the family had left the house for the night. This was often the case, and he never minded, because it was so much easier to be alone when he was at work. He looked back briefly over his shoulder before he entered the house to see the water out beyond the Narrows, where the moon cast a long warm shadow over the summer sea.

Somewhere deep inside the house a clock began to chime. Amos turned his head back toward the open door and crossed over the threshold. As he closed the door behind him, the last chime struck.

The rest was silence.

Outside, beyond the door, the moon had fled.

Shadowland was waiting.
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HIS FATHER WAS COMING HOME.

Silas Umber had been waiting all day for his dad. He’d stayed home “sick” from school that day.

“Uh-huh. Sick of school, you mean! Silas, please. Just tell me you’re going to graduate,” his mother pleaded when he’d told her he was staying home.

This was their usual conversation. Silas would come up with an excuse to remain home. His mother would complain. He’d try to calm her by saying he wasn’t missing anything and that his grades were good enough for him to graduate high school, that he’d catch up when he went back. For the most part, Silas made good on such promises, though he could tell his mother was disappointed in him, but she was too tired most of the time to fight about it.

“Then run to the store for me, Si,” she said, “we’re out of a few things.”

Toward dusk Silas thought he could hear his dad’s shoes on the stones, could hear his father’s familiar step making its way up the drive and onto the porch.

It was time for their little ritual: Silas would run to get to the door before his dad could put in the key, throw the door open, and playing the annoyed parent, yell the famous lines, Well, young man? Where have you been?

Although he had not yet heard the key in the lock, Silas turned the knob and swiftly pulled the door open, but no one stood on the porch. A nightbird called from the park at the end of the street, and the smell of the distant salt marsh rolled past him into the house, but his father was nowhere to be seen.

His mother called wearily from the den, the sound of her voice accompanied by bells of ice ringing in a thick, half-empty glass.

“Si? Is that your father?”

Silas couldn’t answer her. He stood looking out past the certainty of the empty porch, but he couldn’t imagine his father standing anywhere else. It was like listening for the phone to ring, wanting it to ring so badly you convince yourself that you can feel the person on the other end of the line, feel them dialing your number, but then you wait and wait, and it never rings.
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IT MIGHT HAVE BEEN NOON OR MIDNIGHT. When Silas woke each day, only the light beyond his window gave a sense of the hour. Since he now often slept in his clothes, when Silas looked in the mirror, he saw the same person as the day before, the same costume. He had become a character in a play, same story, over and over.

With each day of his father’s absence, time fell further and further away from Silas. He spent his time moving belongings across the surface of his desk, examining them. An old arrowhead, a toy gun made from PVC pipe, a book given to him by his father. Everything came from somewhere. Everything was going somewhere. Even the smallest toy was moving its way through time. Each treasured object in his collection occupied space, had weight and a story. Since his father’s absence, memories became the minutes and hours of Silas’s days.

He needed the quiet that attended memories.

Even common sounds now annoyed him terribly. The texture of certain noises became harsh, even unbearable: The awful scrape of his mother’s butter knife across the ragged surface of a slice of toast would drive him from the breakfast table back to the safety of his room.

The sound of some words—like “school”—affected him badly. Certain words were banished altogether.

Silas refused to say the word “dead” in the same sentence as his father’s name. He worried every day that he’d get the actual news that his dad had died, but he believed, absolutely, in the power of words and so, for a long time, he was careful with what he said. Growing up, he’d watched his parents throw words like rocks at each other, words like weathering tides that would tear at the shore and eat away at their lives. So he wouldn’t say his dad was dead, even when his mother told him it was possible, even probable.

Silas knew words could have power behind them. Usually it was just a sort of bad luck. He also knew, very early on, that you could never tell when that bad luck would jump up to claim its due, so it was best to be careful. Quiet was safer. He wished his parents had been quieter when they were together. Who knew what might happen when you said something awful to someone else? It was hard to take some words back. Some words stuck and you couldn’t shake them off. Silence was better than those kinds of words. Silas had learned that lesson the hard way.

When Silas was eleven, he had a real friend. Not one of his imaginary friends. This was a real kid from his real neighborhood who lived in a real house just like Silas’s, although in mirror opposite with the living room to the right of the entry hall instead of the left. Tom was his only friend, and Silas’s parents were pleased he finally had someone in the neighborhood to play with, someone real. Before Tom, Silas hadn’t wanted to play with any other kids from his school.

When his parents asked him why, why not play with some of the kids from the neighborhood who also went to his school, all Silas would say was they looked different at school. School made them different. But Tom looked the same wherever he was, and he smiled a lot and didn’t seem to mind when Silas got quiet and started talking fast about something that had nothing to do with what they had been doing. Tom would just wait him out. And when Silas looked up, or stopped rambling, Tom was still there, smiling.

It was a holiday weekend, and early Saturday morning, Tom had come to Silas’s house and yelled from the lawn, “Come outside and play, Si! C’mon already!” Silas and Tom played with guns they had made from white plastic PVC pipe and black electrical tape. The battle waged all day Saturday and well into Sunday. Sometimes they were on the same team, running missions behind enemy lines; other times they each took a side, and tracked and chased each other through the neighbors’ yards and through their own houses until one or the other of their parents ordered them back outside.

Silas had been hiding behind the trash cans in front of his house. He’d been waiting for over fifteen minutes for Tom to appear. Just as Silas thought Tom might have quit, Tom came around the wall of the house next door. He crouched low and moved close to Silas’s hiding place. When Tom passed in front of him, Silas knocked over the cans, jumped up, pointed his gun and made a barrage of shooting noises, then chanted, “Dead! You’re dead! Dead, dead, dead, Tom! You’re dead!”

Always a fair player, Tom fell over dramatically, and his gun flew out of his hand and landed on the lawn a few feet away. Gracious in victory, Silas went to help him up and a few minutes later, Tom’s parents called him in to dinner. The boys went home dirty and exhausted but agreed that this was the best time either could remember.

As Silas got ready for bed that night, he did something he rarely ever did: He thought about the future. Made plans in his head for sleepovers and bike rides and a dozen other adventures. He thought things might change for him. Even if his parents didn’t get along any better, Silas thought he might now have something to do other than try to avoid them when they were fighting. Maybe Tom’s parents would let him spend some weekends at their house, you know, when things got bad at his.

Three days later, Silas and his parents were eating dinner when the phone rang. Tom had been struck by a car and killed. Silas’s mother refused to let him go the funeral, but allowed him to accompany his father to pay their respects. Silas remembered his dad telling his mom that he wanted to speak with Tom’s parents, but before he could even say what it was about, Silas’s mother started in on him: “Oh, leave it, Amos! Let it alone. No one here cares! When someone dies out here in the suburbs, that’s the end of it!”

His parents barely spoke a word to each other for almost a month after that, and Silas grew quiet too. He kept mostly to himself, invited no more friends home, and hid the guns he and Tom had made in the back of his closet. Silas got sick a lot, or said he was sick, and stayed home more than he went to school.

Silas’s mother, Dolores Umber, looked into her son’s room and saw him holding that old toy gun he’d made seven years ago with that other boy, the one who’d been hit by the car. She drew herself quietly back into the hall without disturbing him. She remembered that event very well. It was shortly after the boy’s funeral when she began noticing differences in her son. Silas seemed off somewhere. Absent, even when he was standing right in front of her. She’d talk and talk, and he’d stand there with a blank look; his face might have been the still glass surface of a lake on a windless day.

And now it was bad again, since Amos had vanished. Dolores even tried to cut back on the drinking some, tried to talk to Silas when he came home from school, or wherever he took himself when he ditched. He’d just look at her. Blank. Then, sometimes, maybe a few words. She tried to talk to him, but if she mentioned one of the Forbidden Things, like school, or making plans for the future, or moving on in general, he’d get mad fast and then go quiet again for days.

She thought he cared too much. Sometimes Dolores could see that her son felt what other people were feeling. He was sympathetic, she knew that. But Silas managed to make his feelings about others into another kind of absence. You’d laugh, Silas would laugh. You’d cry, he’d start crying. It was like he was tuning in to a radio station. It took a moment for the distant signal to lock in, but once it did, he’d be right in sync with you. Only when he got angry, or hurt, did the signal fail and he’d become very present indeed, and very annoyed to have his calm broken. Then it was nothing but static.

She couldn’t win. Eventually, Dolores came to dislike her son’s empathy intensely. She worried it would hold him back, distract him, keep him worrying so much about others he’d be unable to look after himself. Her son’s empathy was just another one of his father’s “gifts.” Why take on another’s misery when you had your own to deal with, was her feeling. But there was Silas, after she and Amos had been fighting, standing in the doorway of her room crying because she was crying without knowing why in the world either of them was crying. It was like he was trying to take the pain from her, as if anyone could. Old pain was heavy in the heart, hard to move, and anyway, Dolores Umber kept a tight hold of her pains and grievances. She thought her pain was the last thing she really owned, the last thing that she could keep all to herself. Her very own thing, and she didn’t much care for the idea of someone else trying to take that away from her too.
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Amos Umber had been gone for three months.

It was a Tuesday.

Silas was on the porch for a change. Paint was peeling from porch rails, and he was pulling it off like dried skin after a sunburn.

He was wearing the usual, too, clothes that hung on him because they were slightly too big. He was on the tallish side, but in between more usual sizes, so the pants that fit him almost everywhere were always a little too long. His mother did no hemming, although she used to embroider years ago, so the pants Silas wore were frequently frayed along the bottom edges. This infuriated his mother, and Silas knew it. But if she wouldn’t hem them, they’d stay long, a symbol of her inattention. He even left her a note on the near-empty fridge:

Things Mothers Do

1. Keep food in the house

2. Wash clothes

3. Stay sober

4. Say “I love you”

5. Hem pants

It was a stalemate Silas was willing to live with, and apparently, so was his mother. They both knew it wasn’t about the hem on a pair of pants. One of them was mourning, the other was not, and their individual reactions to Amos’s disappearance created a powerful tension. The air in the house was charged with it.

Silas knew, instinctively, that mourning required people. Effort. Community. Although he had been to only one funeral and hadn’t at the time been allowed to participate in it fully, something deep down in him told him that sadness is best when shared out among others. His mother believed anything that caused distress was a weakness, something that might embarrass you in front of the neighbors. It was plain in the days following Amos’s disappearance that whatever had happened to him, his wife and son would never be able to agree on how to handle it. So Silas grew sadder, more detached. The fatherless world he now lived in left him with no one to talk to, no one to help him see his fears as part of something reasonable, practical, or even natural. Every day Silas felt like he was standing at the edge of a cliff, and try though he might to see the how deep it was below, or catch a glimpse of the land on the other side, he couldn’t see anything but his own feet wavering against a chasm.

It had been six months and one week since Amos Umber had disappeared.

Silas was in his room, looking over his collections. Old things lined the bookshelves. Odd, old-timey things. He took some objects down from the shelves and lined them up on his desk. Then he’d put some back, leaving others in the desk collection. It was as if he was arranging the pieces of a puzzle without knowing what it was supposed to look like.

As a boy Silas had collected everything. It might have started because his mother would never allow him to have pets. So he brought home rocks, interesting bits of wood, books he would buy with money his father gave him. And as he got older, Silas became more and more his father’s son. He had boxes of small bones he’d find among the bushes in the park. Silas would draw them and try to figure out what animal they might have belonged to.

A fox skull sat in front of him. He was watching a sliver of late-day sunlight make the teeth of the bottom jaw spread into jagged, pencil-long shadows on the surface of his desk.

Mostly he brought home books. Saltsbridge had a few bookstores, their shelves filled with new novels and cookbooks, but Silas hated these. There was only one bookstore in Saltsbridge that carried old, used books. Antiquarian books. Books with leather covers and engraved images. The owners knew Silas well and would look out for things they thought might interest him.

Looking at his bookcases, Silas saw what he loved best: books on folklore and ghost stories. Books about magic, a photocopied manuscript on medieval sorcery, a thick, broken-spined leather tome about Renaissance astrology. Books about bizarre customs, lost ceremonies. Things folks in Saltsbridge didn’t care about or even know existed. If he could afford the book, Silas would buy it. Often, his father would add related titles to his growing collection, always quietly left on the edge of Silas’s desk sometime during the night.

While Silas looked at the books on his shelves and stacked next to the bed, he could remember when he’d seen each one for the first time at the bookstore. Surprisingly, the local store was usually well stocked, because the owners visited the surrounding towns, small ancient seaports whose inhabitants had long ago brought books with them from across the sea, and so still had libraries with curious subjects on their shelves. These were bought cheap from desperate folks selling up and moving on. While the bookstore owners might have gotten more for such titles as The Sworn Conjuring Book of Honorius in a handsome translated and reprinted edition, it pleased them to see books like this go to Silas, who was so desperate for them. His eyes opened wide when he held such books and turned their stained pages. Besides, in Saltsbridge, who else was buying anything but romance novels and Westerns?

Silas looked at the empty doorway and could almost see his dad standing in it.

Sometimes his dad used to come in, spot a curious title among the stacks of books piled around the room, and sit down for a chat.

“Do you believe in this, Bird?” Silas remembered Amos once asking him, after he thumbed through a volume filled with drawings of conjuring circles inscribed with the names of spirits. Often his dad would call him “Bird,” and when Silas was younger, or he was feeling fragile, “Little Bird,” and it always made him feel better. When he had been really young, there was a song about birds his dad would sing him when he couldn’t sleep. Silas could remember their conversations as if they’d all happened only the day before.

“Well,” said Silas, sitting down on the edge of his bed to consider his dad’s question, “I think it was true once. In the past, someone believed in it, and it was true to them. And maybe,” he added after a little more thought, “these things might still be true, or might be real again, if someone needs them to be.”

At first Silas liked the subjects simply because of their strangeness, but slowly he began to believe in the possibilities of what he was reading, in a world filled with secrets and magic. When he was younger, he’d suspected his father believed in many of these things too, so that made it easy for them to talk. As he grew older, Silas began to see the glimmers of hieroglyphic logic behind the occult. There was a reason for these oddities to exist, perhaps as strange connections between the mind and the things people feared or desired. Magic was a conversation. Ghosts were real, and they were watching because something had happened that necessitated their presence.

Silas began to see this mystery as part of a process, an arcane mechanism that fueled the inner workings of the world, but a part of the world known only to a very few special people. That made it all even more exciting. This hidden world where magic worked and ghosts walked was like a secret club. His dad belonged, and the more Silas read, the more he could belong to the club too.

There was one moment when Silas thought, Yes, now I’m in.

Around his neck he wore a pendant his father had given him on his thirteenth birthday. From a finely made silver chain hung a silver coin set in a sort of frame with clasps to hold it securely. On one side of the coin was a wreathed head in profile. On the other, a head with two faces, one looking left, the other looking right, a small door below them. His father told him it was a very old Roman coin.

“Whose head is that?” Silas asked immediately.

“Ah, that is, I believe, Emperor Nero,” his father told him in a scholarly tone with a mock British accent—and a smile.

“No, no. Not him. This guy.” Silas turned the coin over and pointed to the head with two faces.

“Oh, him,” Amos replied knowingly. “Well, why don’t you see if you can find out for yourself? Put a few of these books we’ve collected to some use.”

It took Silas less than five minutes to find a name to go with the two-faced head. But when he asked his father why he’d given him the coin with Janus on it, Amos got quiet and seemed a little distressed and sad, like he didn’t want to talk about it. “I’ve had that coin for a very long time, but it’s time to pass it on. Please keep it close. Besides,” he said, speaking softly now, “you never know when you’re going to need a little pocket change.”

Silas could feel when the pendant touched his chest that it was already warm. This was his father’s thing. Silas had seen it on him, and his dad had been wearing it right up to the moment he gave it to him. When Silas looked up, he saw that his father’s eyes were tearing up.

“Dad?”

“It’s all too soon,” Amos whispered, “but I will not take it any further. I cannot. Maybe you will be able to …,” but his voice broke and he trailed off. “Maybe you will be able to make something of this.”

Amos put his hand to his son’s chest where the pendant lay, over his son’s heart. He hugged Silas and said finally, “Let it remind you that you have choices and to keep your eyes open, Bird.”

“And look both ways when crossing the street?” Silas added, smiling, trying to cheer his father up.

“Yes, especially when crossing.”

Since his father had disappeared, Silas hadn’t gone to school more than a couple of times a week. He did his work in a perfunctory manner, and when approached by his teachers about his irregular attendance, he told them his family was having a difficult time.

He just couldn’t be with people. There were a few kids he sometimes spoke with at school—at lunch, or walking home—but months ago even they had stopped trying to talk to him. Silas had no real answers for their predictable questions.

“Are you all right?”

“Don’t know.”

“Any news about your dad?”

“Nah.”

Easier just to stay home where he could slip through most days more or less unnoticed. Not wanting to add to the family’s grief, the school let him graduate without any fuss. Silas didn’t attend his graduation, despite his mother asking him about it repeatedly. The day after the graduation ceremony was held, his mother brought home a cake from the market. They sat in the kitchen, each picking at their piece of cake with a fork.

When his mother asked about college, Silas looked away without answering, then left the room.

“Just glad we got through high school, right?” his mother answered for him into the air. “No real plans after today, right, Si?” she yelled after him. “No real plans?”

He had plans, but his hopes for higher education, like all his others, were built on “mights.” He might go hang out somewhere, with someone. He might get a job and earn some money. He might go to college, a really old school with gray stone buildings and an enormous library. He was thinking of applying next year. Maybe the year after. He wasn’t thinking about application deadlines. That sort of detail wasn’t a part of his plan. Not at the moment. And why tell his mother about this anyway? It would rekindle her expectations, and she’d only start riding him again. Better to let it be. When his dad came home, they’d sort it out together.

His mother retreated into her world, Silas into his. What a family, his mother would say, but until now, Silas had never realized that they weren’t really much of one. The names of the days retreated from them both, and soon after the school term ended, Silas was no longer sure what day of the week it was. Every morning when he woke up, he missed his father more keenly than the night before, but the details and differences of each day blurred and eventually vanished. For Silas, the passage of time became a longing ache in his heart that grew daily worse.

Twice a year, by tradition and without fail—once when the weather got warm, and again when it turned cold—Dolores sifted through the family’s closets to get rid of anything beyond use, and she insisted Silas do the same. Silas had taken a blue blazer, just a little too small for him now, from the closet to throw into the “give away” box. He remembered this jacket. His mother had bought it for him for special occasions, although there were not many of those in his family, so Silas put it to another purpose. Sometimes when he ditched classes, he went to the cemetery in Saltsbridge. It was quiet, and the few people there had their minds on other things; it wasn’t the kind of place anyone was likely to look for a kid cutting school.

Floral Hills was an enormous property, meant to serve the now sprawling suburbs of Saltsbridge, as well as the older town of Kingsport to the north. It was built to be a “proper” cemetery for local people after Lichport began its descent and rumors had started circulating abroad about the numerous “irregularities” in “that forsaken place by the marsh.” Floral Hills, it was clear, was built by people who cared more about money than about the peace of the dead or the bereaved. It was filled with “art,” the largest and most garish reproductions of the world’s masterpieces. There was a poorly made version of Michelangelo’s David, with hands far too small for the big body. There was a garden of tombs displaying a copy of the Winged Victory of Samothrace at its center. Everywhere you turned, these sculptures rose up as if to say, Look here! I was a very important person in life! Isn’t this place tasteful and cultured?

Silas enjoyed the cemetery’s visitors. Some came to pay respects to loved ones. Others were tourists, attracted by Floral Hills’s garish advertisements along the highway. These people wandered the property, viewing the monuments and taking pictures, as though they were on vacation in Rome. It wasn’t long before Silas found other ways to amuse himself. He started wearing his blue blazer to Floral Hills and would give tours to the sightseers. He knew the grounds well by that point, where the famous people were buried, and even knew a bit about some of the sculptures. What he didn’t know he made up.

After a while, to make it more interesting, he began to invent stories about some of the people buried there, sometimes quite elaborate family histories. The storytelling lasted only a few weeks because honestly, it made him feel guilty. He meant no harm, but they were lies he was telling, and he got a sour taste in his mouth when he told them. And sometimes, when he spoke the names of the dead and attached them to things he’d made up, he had the unsettling feeling he was being watched, listened to, and hated.

It was eleven fifteen p.m.

Dolores Umber was not quite sure how many months her husband had been gone. More than seven.

She held a gin and tonic in her hand because when she tried to set things down, sometimes she dropped them. The heat of her hand would warm the drink too fast, so she sipped quickly. She was pretty sure there wasn’t much gin left in the house.

Out of gin and tired as hell.

She could see her son was tired too. Exhaustion and depression floated like bruises just under the skin of his handsome face.

In her presence, Silas wouldn’t retreat from the belief that his father was alive. He refused to back down, though she knew he must have some doubts. She knew what Silas wanted. He wanted her to believe Amos was alive somewhere. Silas wanted help, clinging to his hope. She knew her son. For all her dislike of how much he was like his father, she knew him. She suspected that under all his yelling about not giving up, far, far down inside him was a place where he might just barely consider that he would never see his father again. He needed to visit that part of himself more often, let it out, let it breathe a little. She knew that if he did, he might start feeling like she did: a little guilty, but relieved.

She could see Silas wasn’t sleeping well, and how jumpy he was every time the phone rang. He was tired. But what was his losing a little sleep compared to what she had lost? She was tired, damn it! Tired of living without for so long. Tired of living with a man who cared more about the dead than he did about how or where his family lived. And she was tired of being the sensible one, the one telling people to get on with things and to stop dreaming about what wasn’t likely to happen. She’d given up her dreams a long time ago, so now it was someone else’s turn.

More than anything, she was tired of looking into her son’s eyes and seeing how much he wished at every moment that his dad might come back. Silas’s neck was taut as a bowstring all the time. And his eyes were like headlights, wide open, staring at every corner, as if his father might be hiding somewhere and if he didn’t spot him fast, Amos might slip away for good.

All day, every day, he carried the weight of his father’s absence squarely on his shoulders and his alone, because Dolores knew that if she gave in, even a little, he’d be moon-eyed and stupid forever, just like his father. Amos had traded away a chance for a decent, normal life. Was it too much to ask that their son have a chance to be happy?

She was weary of fighting with her son and just wanted to start over. But whenever she tried to move something of Amos’s, or worse, throw away some worthless piece of paper her husband had left lying around, even the newspaper Amos had been reading right before the night he didn’t come home, Silas would blow a gasket. She usually gave in, but there was a price for her retreat. She would go right to the bottle and drink until she didn’t care that her son probably hated her. She knew she and Silas didn’t see eye to eye on most things, even before Amos died, when she was sober a little more often. But couldn’t two people still love each other even if they didn’t understand each other? Am I thinking about Silas or Amos now? she asked herself as she nursed her drink.

How alike they looked. At least, Silas looked a lot like how Amos did when she’d first met him. Fine was what she’d called Amos, back in Lichport, when their parents introduced them: a fine-looking boy.

Dolores didn’t like thinking about the past, about how Amos used to be, because that’s when the brakes came off. Lord, but she did love him in the beginning. Hard to admit it now, but oh, it used to feel so good, holding hands, just looking at each other. He’d touch her cheek and she couldn’t remember her own name. Amos would set those eyes on her and there was nothing else in the world. That’s what hurt the most: thinking about how much she’d loved him when they got married. But it wasn’t long after the marriage that the nuptial fires began to cool, because Amos turned more and more toward his work. She’d hoped when Silas was born, Amos’s delight in her might be stoked again. No luck. Once old Lichport got its hooks into him, it was all over. He took to Silas right away, but he didn’t look at her very often after that. Now, when Dolores gazed at her son, she saw Amos’s cold eyes looking back at her, and she could feel herself filling right up with all that old hurt and anger and jealousy. And what was she jealous of? Of Silas? Of them? Of those folk Amos claimed to help? Please, she thought, what kind of man prefers the dead to the living? My man, she told herself. Mine does.

Dolores had started grinding her teeth. She took another sip of her warm gin and a deep breath after that.

I’m not drunk.

“Comfortable” was the word she used. Be quiet with that noise of yours, she’d sometimes yell down the hall, your mother is just getting comfortable. When she was comfortable, she was more honest. Wasn’t that a good thing? The way she figured it, every parent is also a person, filled with inconsistencies and human error and occasional pettiness, so what? We’re all just people, she told herself. She assumed some parents kept the truth from their kids, learning to bite their lips and fight only when their kids had gone to sleep. She wasn’t that kind of parent. She said what she meant. Here comes some honest talk from an honest woman. And if that made her a bad mother, well, just someone tell her that to her face.

She needed to be comfortable when she spoke about Amos to her son. The truth wasn’t easy to say, wasn’t easy to get out, so she had to coax it a little. Just being honest. The boy needed more honesty in his life, so she’d let Silas hear anything she could think of, any disappointment she’d ever had, any of Amos’s shortcomings she could remember. Sometimes she thought she might have taken it a bit too far, but the liquor pulled the wall down so low it was easy to get at and share even her oldest and worst memories. She desperately wanted Silas to see his father as she had. With eyes wide open. But with every revelation she handed to him, he just distrusted her more. Like it was all her fault. Amos had lied to his son every single time he saw the boy. Mortician my ass, she thought, and laughed, but I’m the one Silas doesn’t trust. Go figure.

Silas might be awful quiet except when he was hollering at her, but the boy was smart. She knew that. He’d read all those damn books. Smart and good-looking, tall and that perfect nose and good cheekbones … those were her gifts, and Silas was wasting them. Most days, you couldn’t even see the best parts of his face behind all that hair.

Silas was clever, so why couldn’t he just admit that everything she was saying was true? See? It’s okay. He’s gone now, I know. But trust your mother for a while, because believe me, hon, we’re better off without your father.
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SILAS’S MOTHER HAD LEFT THE HOUSE for two days in a row, taking a taxi both times. Each night when she got home, the drinking went on more heavily than usual, so Silas knew something was going on. At lunch the next day he asked his mom if something was wrong, and in a rare moment of clarity, she was succinct and spoke without the hint of impatience or a sigh.

“Silas, I think we are going to lose the house. We have almost no money left. Your father left no money.”

“But we own our house. How can we lose it?”

“We don’t own it, Silas, your uncle owns it. When your father and I got married and left Lichport, your father had almost no money. Your grandfather was furious at Amos for leaving Lichport and wouldn’t help us, and my family, well, let’s just say not too many of them came to the wedding. The bank wouldn’t loan us the money with nothing to put down, so your father’s older brother stepped in and helped us.”

“He loaned you the money for the house?”

“No. He bought the house outright and your father paid him rent, though I expect that there were many months when your father didn’t pay him anything at all. But your uncle is a generous and patient man, so we’re still here. But with no money at all, and good prices for homes right now in Saltsbridge, and times being what they are in Lichport, your uncle can’t afford not to sell this place. Not after a year of no payments from your dad.”

“So he’s throwing us out? I mean, just where the hell are we supposed to go?”

“I told you your uncle is generous. Well, he has come up with a solution. An idea for now. Not forever, God knows, but for now.”

Dolores reached into her purse and pulled out a letter. Without a word, she handed it to him and walked to the kitchen. Silas could hear her dropping ice cubes into a glass.

A few moments later, Silas was still standing there, looking at the unopened letter in his hands. As though his mother could see him through the walls, Dolores said from the kitchen, “Go on. Read it, Si. Then start packing.”

Silas turned the envelope over in his hand. It was heavy, good quality paper, but when he took the letter from the envelope and opened the carefully folded paper, it felt damp, and he thought he smelled something like stale candy.

Dearest Dolores,

It is my most ardent wish that you will not think ill of this intrusion, either of its timing or its sender. A year, it must be agreed, is ample time to grieve, even for a great loss such as yours.

As I know you are all too well aware, the house you and Silas occupy was partially paid for as a gift to you and my brother upon your nuptials. The remainder of the mortgage was to be paid in regular installments by my brother to me. I had hoped this arrangement would allow you both to begin your life in some comfort, even though it meant your departure from the loving company of your families. I hoped, as you did, that your move would be the beginning of a marvelous adventure. It appears now that many of our dreams have not been realized.

In a perfect world, all would have been well and Amos would still be with us and regular payments would have been made. Indeed, had Amos followed everyone’s advice and sought more gainful employment, the mortgage might have been long ago paid off. This business has been hard on everyone, and it brings me to a difficult decision. The house must be sold.

I simply cannot continue to bear the financial burden of a second property as I have my own family’s welfare to consider, a son beginning his first term at an expensive private college not least among them.

However, let it not be said I take and give nothing, or that I have given little thought to you or your son, my dear nephew. Kin cannot be turned out into the streets, and of course I realize you are descended from a fine Lichport family and should be, now most especially, allowed to live in a manner more in keeping with your upbringing if not your marriage. Here, in Lichport, within my own house, there is room enough for you and my nephew for as long as you should like to stay.

Dolores, I know you hold Lichport in little regard, and the thought of returning here on the charity of your husband’s kin may be less than welcome at this time. I beg you to consider your son, who is now fatherless. I would maintain him as though he were my very own. Should he make plans to attend college, I will cover the costs, yes, as though he were my own child. For the memory of my brother, I would gladly take on this sacred duty.

The day you took my brother’s hand in marriage, a bond was forged between our families, for good or ill. Let me now, in friendship and with true and appropriate affection, extend to you my own hand at this, your hour of need.

It is no secret that my brother and I quarreled often over the years, and he turned away from my friendship and sober advice, choosing instead to squander his days in the pursuit of what I have always considered a distressing line of “work.” Let me now, by offering you shelter, succor, and the protection of my own humble house, here, in the safe harbor of our ancient neighbors and acquaintances, show you the depth of my love and affection for my family.

Your loving brother and friend, Uncle

Nearly everything about this felt wrong, but Silas didn’t know enough about his uncle, really, to either put facts to his fretting or set his mind at ease.

His uncle’s name was Charles, but he had been given the nickname “Uncle” when he was younger for his habit of playing rough with the other kids, and it stuck. No one called him by his first name. Hadn’t for ages. Silas didn’t like it. His dad never spoke very well of his brother, so Silas had a hard time believing this was all kindness between kin. But maybe his unease was more about his mother than his uncle. Hadn’t she always aspired to better? Now here comes Uncle Umber with his big fine house. “Come on over!” Uncle calls, and his mother starts running.

But there was Lichport, and on that point, Silas felt a little differently. To imagine walking the same streets his father walked made his heart quicken. At least there, in Lichport, he might be able to find out something about his father. Maybe people had seen him. Maybe someone there knew something.

So he decided he would go and try to make the best of living with his uncle. Think of it like being on vacation, he told himself. At least he’d be away from Saltsbridge, and for the moment that would have to be enough.

The day his dad didn’t come home, it was like a huge window over their heads had shattered, and every day they were walking through the broken pieces. Nothing fit together. Nothing made sense or seemed connected to anything else, and every step hurt. Maybe in Lichport he’d find a missing shard or two that would help him start piecing things back together.

“Okay,” Silas shouted to this mother in the next room, refolding the letter and slipping it back into its envelope.

“Okay, what?” his mother said hesitantly, coming to stand in the doorway with her hands on her hips, expecting a fight.

“We’ll go,” Silas said quietly, hugging his mother tentatively before walking quickly to his room and closing the door behind him. There, he began sorting his belongings into piles on the floor. All the complicated arrangements he’d created over the past year—the little altarlike clusters of books, rocks, and curios—were now being taken apart in preparation for packing as if they’d never had any meaning at all.
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THE TIDE WAS FLOODING FAST, leaping up over the rocks, churning itself into spirals of foam and bladderwrack, pushing higher among the piles of driftwood abandoned above the high-tide mark left long ago by a storm.

Mother Peale stood watching the quickening flood from the wharf-side, wondering how high it might get.

“Company’s comin’, and that’s sure,” she whispered into the still evening air, and then began to sing softly, just breathing the words out into the twilight. “Who will it be? Who will it be? Shall we dig ’em a grave, or set table for tea?”

If the strange high tide was any hint, someone was coming home. In the old days, Lichport folks could always tell when a ship carrying kin was sailing into port because the tide would flood in high without a storm, without so much as a breeze. But kin ships were not all that came in on a flood tide. The portents hailed worse, things that ought to have stayed out at sea, things best not to set eyes on.

A black dog was sitting at the edge of the pier, barking.

No good, she thought. That is no good sign.

Someone was coming in by land, she could feel that, but this omen—the dog—told her trouble was coming on the flood, too. Looking farther out over the water, she could hear a sound, soft but sure, something like the creaking of timber and a distant cry, like someone might make from the bottom of a well if they survived the fall.

By land and by sea … it made her think whatever was coming from either way was no accident. Maybe connected. Maybe not. Whatever was out there on the water was a fair bit off yet. So she turned back toward the land and closed her eyes. She could see farther that way. She drew the dark night close about her like a shawl.

Yes. Yes, she thought, opening her eyes as she began her short walk home. Let the child come home again.

She could hear Mr. Peale hollering within the house even before she’d crossed the threshold. He was having one of his fits. Mother Peale walked in quickly and saw her husband sitting in his chair by the fire. He was covered in sweat, his wet hair plastered down onto his skull in strips and his night clothes clinging to him, yellowed and translucent.

As she entered the room, he threw back his head and yelled, “There is a shadow on the sea, my girl! Wandering it goes, yet sure it comes to harbor! The ship of air … the ship of mist … Hold fast!” And before Mother Peale could cross the room and soothe him, he jumped from his seat, his eyes still closed, and began leaping on the stones near the fire in a sort of dance, singing out,

Hear the wailing of the crew,

Hark! There’s the tolling bell!

Away! And weigh the anchor,

A ship sails forth from hell!

Had it been a hundred years? Fever or no, she knew her husband could see the truth in the turning tide. The mist ship was coming into harbor, and before sailing forth again, it would take a soul with it out of Lichport and into perdition.
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IT WAS THE BEGINNING OF THE END of their time in Saltsbridge. The day before departure. It had been quiet in the house all morning. Silas and his mother were each doing their own last-minute packing, but there was a heaviness in the air. Too many boxes unfilled and unsealed. Too many things still to sort out and no time left. Silas was trying hard to ask his mother only easy questions, the kinds of things you could answer with a plain fact.

“What time are we driving to Lichport tomorrow?”

“We aren’t driving,” Dolores said a little smugly. “We are being driven. Your uncle is sending a car for us.”

“Okay, then. I’ll drive over myself in the car while you’re chauffeured.”

“That might be difficult, Silas. That car’s gone.”

“What? What do you mean, gone?”

“I mean it’s gone. I sold it. Go look in the garage if you don’t believe me. How do you think we paid for the movers?”

“What the hell are you talking about?” Silas yelled, his calm shattered. “That was my car!”

“Si, it was your father’s car—”

“It still is his car!”

“It was your father’s car. And when he … didn’t come back … it became my car, and I sold my car so I could get some of our things to our new home and pay to put the furniture in storage because we can’t just go redecorating the house of our host. You understand that, right?”

Silas couldn’t speak. He was beyond angry. No car? What would he do if things in Lichport went bad, or he hated living with his uncle? He’d always assumed he’d have a way out, but, with no car, now what? Not to mention, his mother had just pretty much admitted that she thought his dad was never coming back. He ran to the garage and opened the side door. Even as his eyes adjusted, he could feel the unfilled space in the way his quick breaths echoed loudly off the floor and walls.

It was all falling away, everything he knew he could count on. All vanishing. And tomorrow he was leaving for Lichport. He’d be just another item on a growing list of things that weren’t where he needed them to be.

Dolores sat on the porch, watching the movers carry all her marked boxes across the yard. Only the boxes with her handwriting on them were being stacked in the truck, while Silas’s boxes of books sat idle in the driveway.

“Well?” she said as though someone was secretly questioning her. “What if there’s not enough room for important things, for the valuables? I don’t know why you’re taking all your father’s old books along. They’re rubbish anyway.”

“These are my books,” Silas said calmly, not wanting to argue with her again today.

“They are not your books!” she insisted, and then sneered, “Your dear father bought most of those books or slipped you the money for them. Money that might have been better used, I might add.”

“Do you see him around?” Silas asked, rising to the offer of a fight after her remark. He hadn’t forgotten she’d sold the car.

She glared at him from her chair on the porch, her eyebrows and lips pulling thin as if someone were standing behind her and making a knot of the flesh on the back of her skull.

“No. You don’t,” Silas said flatly, answering for her. “So that makes them mine. But,” he added out of spite, “when he comes back, I’ll return all the books if he asks me for them.”

“Besides,” she called back over her shoulder at Silas, unable to let him have the last word, “haven’t you washed your hands of school? Didn’t you call it quits at high school? No college, right? At least, not in the foreseeable future. You’ll see, right? So all that reading, it’s just a waste of time, isn’t it?”

“I did graduate, or don’t you remember? You bought a cake,” Silas said coldly. “And I’m not wasting time. Time is what my father left me, and I’m keeping a good hold on every second, even if you have made other plans for yourself and forgotten your obligations.” Then he walked up to her chair and leaned over to whisper, “But it looks like you need another drink. Can I bring you something from one of the crates? Perhaps you’d like to join me in the kitchen to see if we can find a bottle that you haven’t already emptied?”

Dolores didn’t reply with words, but her hands, dry and chapped from days of wrapping everything she loved in layer after layer of paper, were clutching the arms of her chair like claws. Forget her obligations? Her? Run from them, maybe, but she’d never forget them. She had sunk down into herself, into a seated, crouching posture that said, Try and get me out of this chair, and go to hell while you’re at it. Besides, she knew there wasn’t a single bottle in the kitchen that had even a drop in it. The well was dry.

So she just sat there while Silas stormed back into the house, just sat, watching the men make a river of her belongings across the lawn. Down the steps and across the stone pavers set into the lawn like little islands on a wide green sea. One, two, three. The movers were timing their steps so their feet came down in the middle of each stone. One, two, and just there, under the third stone, she remembered, there was a little corpse, another thing being left behind.

In her mind she could see Silas as a boy sitting on the lawn in that very spot, carefully digging a hole. She remembered his slow, deliberate movements as he gently placed the mouse wrapped in one of her good linen napkins into the ground. She was about to start yelling about the napkin when she saw Silas take a handful of small seeds, the mouse’s favorite food, and cast them into the little grave. She asked him, more annoyed at the action than the theft of the napkin, “What the hell is the food for?” And she’d never forgotten his answer, which he said so slowly and carefully, as if he thought she didn’t know English—

“So he knows I love him.”

She knew then, all those years ago, that Silas would be headed back to Lichport, that he was his father’s son. She never would have guessed that she’d be returning with him. She could have done with forgetting a lot of things from the days when Silas was little. But gin never seemed to work quite as advertised on her. She remembered a lot. Too much, she thought, getting up to go in to get a drink, maybe from a bottle she’d hidden in the bathroom.

“You okay?” Silas asked, trying to make peace.

“Damn dead mouse,” was all she said. But she thought: A dead mouse gets to stay put, but I have to move. Christ.

Although she had actually admitted to wanting to move into a bigger house, and knew that Charles Umber was a man of some remaining means, she didn’t like to do anything because someone else’s actions made it necessary. Her husband had failed to come back. Failed to support his family. Failed to raise his son properly. Failed to save them from bankruptcy and the awful but necessary charity of family. Failed to keep them out of Lichport like he’d promised when their son was born. She could blame him for these things until the day she died, and in that, she took some comfort and eased her grasp on the chair just a bit. Was it so much to just want a normal life? For things to be unremarkable, simple?

Maybe in Charles Umber’s house, with all that good furniture and art on the walls, things might get easier for once instead of harder. If only he didn’t live in Lichport. Maybe she could convince him to move someplace nicer. What did he have to tie him there? Unlike Silas, Uncle’s son was in college, and his wife had abandoned them long ago. There. They already had something in common. She knew he was sweet on her. Always had been. She could see that in the way he’d looked at her years ago. Maybe this could turn out okay. Big house meant some money, savings. But back in Lichport. Maybe she’d get some brochures of condos in Florida, leave them around the house.

But Lichport.

Right back where you started, she told herself. Right back in the middle of that town. You were out, she told her heartburn. You. Were. Out. Her father once told her that when you leave a place, you should never go back, because no matter what the actual circumstances, it will always look like a retreat, a failure. That was sure how it felt. As the men with the boxes flowed past her chair, her mind began to make a list of things in her life for which she was now being punished. But this time there would be a fine house and someone with money looking after her.

But Lichport! Every time she so much as thought the name of that town, she felt nauseated and nervous.
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Silas looked at his mother in her chair. He could feel her doing that list thing, where she didn’t speak or look at you because she was tallying something in her head. Figuring out how bad you’d messed up.

Yet, seeing her like that, he started to feel bad for having taken such a nasty tone with her. Didn’t she have enough to worry about without him being such a pain and trying to pick a fight?

He looked around the living room, empty except for a few small boxes and the luggage that would go with them in the car. Where the furniture had been, Silas could see marks sunk into the carpets, footprints of the arrangement of their life here in this house. In that moment, he felt like the illusion that his family had become was held together only by the constellation of patterns left by the furniture feet set on a rug, by the runes formed in the shadows that the chair backs threw on the walls, and that once those things were moved or faded, he wouldn’t know who he was anymore. All the pictures had been taken down, and the walls were scarred with the holes of rusted nails. When he passed his hands over the holes, he could feel little jets of cold air blowing into the room from the space beyond. He leaned his head close to the wall and felt a pencil-thin stream of air on his face, and the sound of it escaping from behind the walls was like one soft, continuous exhalation of breath, like the whole house was dying.
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FOR SILAS, LICHPORT WAS ONLY A NAME, like that of a distant cousin or a dead relative he’d never met. Familiar but abstract. Even though Amos had told his son about Lichport many times, the town had always felt far off, a place that kept his father from him. Although he’d been born there, it was like a foreign country to Silas. Now that he could feel the night wind on his face, now that the car was driving swiftly in the direction of that otherworld, Lichport was becoming more real, part of an actual landscape that he was just beginning to be able to see.

What is it about traveling by night that makes even a short journey strange and a little wonderful? Momentary lights appear and pass across the windowpane so fast they burst suddenly into view before becoming patterns of the past, stars that grow ever more distant as they follow their opposite course away from the car as it hurtles on its way through the darkness.

As Silas rolled down the window, the smell of the salt marsh and the distant sea flooded the interior. He imagined his father driving this same road hundreds and hundreds of times. He could feel his father’s history like ruts worn deep in the road. He wanted to walk where his father had walked. Wanted to live where his dad had spent so much of his time. That’s how you’ll find him, he said to himself as he put his hand out of the car into the night air, feeling the wind push against his palm. His mother was dozing and didn’t notice they had crossed from the town into the empty lands surrounding it. As the biting air buffeted his face, he realized he was holding his breath the way you do when going through a tunnel.

Everything was changing. Silas brought his hand back into the car and reached into his pocket, taking out a folded piece of paper, the last thing he’d taken from his desk before the furniture had been carried away. He opened it and read the words he’d written just before his dad disappeared: “Do It Now List. (1) Start on English paper, (2) CALL HER, (3) Talk to Dad about a car, (4) Get college application stuff.”

Not one thing on the list had been done. He’d passively ignored any plans to pursue college during his father’s absence. Silas put his hand back outside the window, holding the paper by the corner between two fingers. He watched it blow wildly for a moment in the night air before letting it go.

The car turned left down a road marked by a worn and bullet-riddled sign, briefly illuminated by the headlights as the car slowed. The sign leaned precariously toward the highway, as if it was about to fall over. The old white decorative letters could still be seen to proclaim with a misplaced funereal enthusiasm:

WELCOME TO LICHPORT—COME FOR THE DAY, STAY FOR ETERNITY!

The car slowed almost to a crawl as it drew toward dark shapes ahead. The moon was very bright and lit the town and surrounding country in a milky light. The first buildings of Lichport’s main street rose up in shadow ahead. Silas could see a church steeple in the distance and a hill curving upward like a bell. He knew—but could not see—that the sea flowed away to the east beyond the far side of the town.

On the left side of the car was some open ground, a millpond with the moon reflecting on the water, and beyond it the salt marsh stretched out and faded away where a small, silhouetted line of reeds pointed up at the cold stars.

There was a light over the millpond.

As his mother softly snored, Silas saw it, flickering, hanging above the water.

“Could you stop the car, please?” Silas asked the driver, staring hard through the window.

“Sir, we’ll be at your drop-off point in five minutes.”

“I’ve gotta pee,” Silas lied. “I mean right now.”

The car pulled over and Silas got out. He walked past an abandoned shop, its windows long since boarded over, and made his way toward the millpond. The light was still there, like a candle flame, floating above the water. It gave no reflection, but as Silas approached, the light wavered and slowly drifted toward the bank where he stood with his feet almost touching the water. As the flame got closer, it grew brighter and smaller, a tiny star hanging low in the air, but as Silas reached out to touch it, the wind rose and the light dropped suddenly into the pond and vanished. Silas realized he had taken a step forward, and his right shoe was now half-submerged in the cold water.

In the distance, the long, searching cry of marsh birds sounded from among the reeds. As water seeped into his shoe, Silas looked down. It seemed that the bright reflection of the moon had somehow pierced the water. The small light now seemed to have settled at the bottom of the pond, where it illuminated various silt-covered shapes and a few pale sticks. A trick of the moonlight, Silas thought, and he leaned down until his face was just above the water. Something was moving at the bottom. A fish? Perhaps the rising wind rippling the water’s surface was stirring the silt on the bottom. The water seemed pretty shallow. Again, maybe a trick of the light, but Silas thought he might be able to reach the bottom. He put his hand onto the cold surface of the water. He was about to stretch his hand below toward the objects that reflected the glow of the bone-white moon, when from behind him, the driver’s voice called out, “Sir? Sir?”

Silas walked quietly away from the millpond.

Below the surface of the water, something stirred, awoke, and watched him walk away.
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ABOVE THE WATER, SOMETHING LOOKED.

Below the surface something saw.

She could feel him.

She wanted him and began to stir her mind up from the murk and mud.

I am here, where I was

I am Be.

The high torches bring shadows

grasses turn, weave about, fold and flash, leaves above,

some sink down

bright leaf, dark leaf, catching the torchlight.

Even in dark nothing is still

little crabs move along all the white branches and I cannot sleep

eels thread through the hard sticks that are mine and I

cry because I am not with him

not warm

when jewels are in the water weeds it is quiet

nothing breaks the high still glass above

he has not been

once a time

anyone is not there

is not saying my name

I want to be

I want to be

I am again

but now and there on the glass

his dark moves

moves for me to be

to be with him

the dark on the glass is Solace

we will be

now in the bright time

he puts his face down to the glass

looks low for me

he is looking

looking down for me to be with him

he was again

I did not see before when my own blood men took the

thyme he gave me and put me in the cold bed and I

thought he left and always

forgot the thyme he gave me wild

from the mountain time

there was another

But I did not forget

that one did not want to be with me

But I did not forget

Even when the crabs and eels and the white things that

are mine were before my eyes and I saw little in the glass.

But again

he wants to be with me

my Solace

the low places will be high places he will give me thyme

again

he will make cold bed into crystal fountain like the words

he gave me and upon it he will pile all the flowers of the

mountain

I will go

I will go

I hear that song again

he looked upon the glass

looked for me

I will go

I will Be

I will go and will hold thyme again

the thyme he gives me

our time will be

I want to Be

I will comb my hair

I will rise up

I will Be

and he will be with me

and I

will not

come back

to this

cold bed

alone.
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THE CAR PULLED UP TO UNCLE’S HOUSE on Temple Street, and the driver removed the suitcases from the trunk and took everything up to the porch before opening the car doors for Silas and his mother. He told them good night without looking up, got back in the car, and drove off. Silas could see confusion on his mother’s face. Maybe Dolores had been thinking the driver was in Uncle’s employ, which they could both now see was clearly not the case. So much for Dolores’s hopeful plans of chauffeured shopping trips in the far more fashionable town of Kingsport.

Silas didn’t really care who had hired the driver, but he was wondering now if anyone, anyone, in his family owned a damn car. Didn’t people travel? Run errands? Maybe Uncle had a garage around the back and kept his car in there.

The house was criss-crossed with shadows from the high trees, and the moment Silas took a step toward his new home, he felt dizzy. It was like the time when he was young and had a high fever, and the margins of the room and the world disappeared. There were no walls, no floor or ceiling, just some infinite plane stretching out from him. He stood there, waiting on the sidewalk, convinced that when he took his next step, he would fall into empty space.

“Silas?” his mother said impatiently. She had already stepped onto the columned porch.

“Coming,” Silas replied. He took one step and held fast. He paused another second, while he waited for the earth to fall away from his feet. When it didn’t, he began to walk slowly up the steps to his uncle’s house, where he saw the massive front door open like a giant’s mouth. The iron door was ornate but impractical, and Silas could see the frame had long ago been reinforced to support it on large hinges. It certainly was much older than the house. His mother looked different in the light pouring through the doorway. Her back was straight. She walked right in like she lived there, without hesitating even a moment on the threshold.

It was long past dusk, but a whip-poor-will in the tree next to the house continued making its call, over and over, filling the night with its name.

To this lonely song, Silas slowly climbed the seven steps up to the porch of the house where his father was born. He paused at the threshold. His senses were floundering for associations, something to tell him, You belong here.

Silas stepped inside and heard the heavy door close behind him. To his right in the parlor, he could see that the windows looking onto the street had decorative shutters across them, with just a thin line open at the top to allow some moonlight in.

Uncle stood proudly in the center of the front hall, ready to welcome his kin, and he filled the room with his posture of ownership and a big, forced smile. Silas looked away to better study the details of the house, but then Uncle made a grating sound that pulled Silas’s attention right back to the center of the hall. It was hard not to notice that his uncle’s jaw moved back and forth slowly, as the top and bottom teeth ground together.

Just as suddenly as the grinding sound started, it stopped, and some other part of his uncle’s body began moving and twitching. It seemed as though a part of Uncle was always in motion. Maybe he was excited to see them, or just nervous.

Uncle must have noticed Silas staring at him, because he stared back now, seemed to lean into the stare, as he extended his neck out like a probe. He walked toward Silas and put his arms around him briefly and stiffly, in a perfunctory hug.

“Welcome home, my boy.”

Then he moved across the room to where Dolores stood, and Silas continued his quiet assessment of his uncle’s looks while the two made small talk.

Uncle was well dressed, but Silas wondered what the occasion was. Was he trying to impress them? Who wore a dark business suit to celebrate his bankrupt relatives coming to live with him? Maybe he’s just a little vain, Silas thought. People with money and houses like this sometimes were, he assumed. Uncle wore a tie, looked like he always wore one, and the knot was pulled tight as a bead. From his cheeks, his face drew down to a point at the chin, and he had a way of holding his head with his neck forward and dropped slightly so that the point of his chin appeared to be balancing on the knot of his tie. He seemed to smile a lot, but under the lines of his face, muscles strained. His suit, which Silas was pretty sure was his favorite because it was a little worn at the elbows and pant cuffs, was pressed, although not too neatly, because Silas could see there were little wrinkles on it that had been pressed flat, almost like the fabric was really dark striped skin. The tips of the lapels were not flat, but curled up slightly, as if they were peeling away from his uncle’s body. For the most part, Silas found his uncle’s appearance more comical than strange.

Silas turned his attention to the front room next to the hall where they stood. Looking in, he guessed this was the drawing room, where guests had been received in the past, and the family would gather to entertain themselves. Silas’s initial impression was that it might be okay in here. It was clean. His uncle kept a lot of books. He liked that. There’d always be something to read. There were stacks of books by all the chairs and sofas.

The rest of the house was very quiet, hollow-sounding, almost, but there was an antiseptic smell Silas didn’t like.

Many of the objects on display were very old, or seemed so: chipped stone carvings, animal and anthropomorphic forms maybe from the East that were wrapped in ancient stained bandages. Alabaster jars with the heads of animals. But his uncle waved for his attention, back in the front hall, and said there would be time for a real tour of the “collections” later.

Although Silas was attracted to the museum-like clutter, the closer he looked, the stranger and stranger his uncle’s house became as it revealed its contrasts and tensions. It was like a movie set, meant to look real, but something about the light wasn’t quite right. Silas couldn’t put his finger on it. So many old things, crudely preserved, oddly shaped, but so carefully displayed. At the foot of the stairs stood some kind of stuffed monster with the legs of a small hippo, the body and fur of a lion, and the head of a crocodile. Silas was sure it had been mummified.

“Ah! You have an excellent eye, Silas!” His uncle beamed as he stood next to the grotesque statue. “You like my Eater of Souls? Egyptian. Exceedingly rare. When the Egyptians died, they came before Osiris, the god of the dead, to have their hearts weighed. If the heart was found, well, lacking, then the soul was devoured by Ammit, the Eater of Souls. Isn’t that extraordinary? No afterlife, merely an eternity of dissolution within the belly of our friend here.”

“It’s great,” Silas said, both intrigued and disquieted by the statue. On the one hand, he wondered what kind of person would keep such a thing on display in his house. You’d have to look at it every day as you descended or climbed the stairs. On the other hand, a part of him was very curious about his uncle’s love of the past. An Umber trait, it seemed. But the “Eater of Souls” made him uneasy, not just because the thought of a sculpture made from stitched-together animal parts was gross. Silas was thinking about its story—what it ate—what owning such an object said about his uncle’s … interests.

“Why don’t you let me show you to your rooms so you can freshen up a bit, and then I’ll have Mrs. Grey bring a little light supper up to you, as it’s rather late? I must apologize, but I have some important work I must finish tonight. Let us all plan then on a good night’s sleep, a lazy day tomorrow, and a nice family supper, all together. Indeed, let that be our family ritual each night, supper together to share our news of our daily adventures. Shall we?”

Not waiting for an answer, Uncle started up the stairs, and as he mounted the first riser, he let his hand slowly brush across the top of the Ammit, as though he were petting the head of a child or a dog. Silas could see his uncle must have done this a lot, because the bandages on the statue’s head had long since been worn away in just that one spot and the ancient, pitted skin of the crocodile was showing through.
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MRS. BOWE WAS POLISHING HER CRYSTAL, although she didn’t know why she bothered. No one called anymore, so there was hardly any need to set the table. It had been ages since anyone had come to see her and even longer since she’d left her house. There was just no need anymore, especially not since Amos had disappeared. She suspected that after so long, folks got tired of always having to come to her. Groceries were delivered. Mail, too. And she could always rely on the bees, from which much news could be gotten so long as she remembered to share her news with them in return. Sometimes folks walked by and she might say hello from the porch. Or seeing her sitting by the open window, they’d call to her from the street. Good afternoon, she’d say, as if she were about to alight from the house and come down to the sidewalk for a chat. Other days it felt like she was the only person living in Lichport. Regardless, she couldn’t bring herself to leave the house. Not unless there was a funeral, but even then, she’d hurry back, almost running. Otherwise she’d only come out to walk in her garden, or work in its well-tended beds, hidden behind a stone wall and high gate, or to hang up the laundry because she would only wear clothes that had been washed by hand and set to dry in the open air.

She deeply disliked being so fearful, but had actually grown rather comfortable over the years with disappointing herself. She used to try. Just leave the house by the front door once a day. Then, after a while, she’d try for once a week. Then once a month. Then, Why bother? she thought. Let the world come to me, and I’ll set out a little lunch. What she hated most was that she’d become one of them. Another Lichporter grown self-indulgent and eccentric, the subject of sidewalk gossip: Oh, her, Mrs. Bowe … yes, yes … so sad. She doesn’t leave the house, you know, unless there’s a you-know-what, not unless someone D-I-E-S.

But there was just no need to leave the house. Out the door and down the steps there was only trouble waiting. And here, among her things, there was only good. Good memories. Love. A dearly beloved past that still attended her and kept her feeling safe. Here, in this house, her recollections glowed like embers on the hearth, and each night, in their warmth, she’d take a memory or two down from the shelf and dance with them for a while.

Of course, it was easier when Amos had lived there in the house attached to hers. She liked having a man close by who could help her from time to time, or talk with her. She still would not venture down the front steps on her own, but he was always coming and going, bringing news from outside, although sometimes no news might be better than the kind of news he had to share. But she knew about his work and helped him. That was traditional. To assist the Undertaker, and only for that, would she make her way down those steps, and only with Amos by her side. A woman of her family always helped the Peller, as he was once called, although Amos Umber never cared for the term “Peller,” or “Expeller,” preferring simply “Undertaker.” Even long ago, back in Ireland where her mother’s people came from, even in the small villages, there was always a woman like her there, at the time of passage. Dark work, but needful, and she was proud of her name and the work that came with it.

She had taken each piece of crystal out of the carved cabinet and had arranged them all on the large mahogany dining room table, where the moonlight could fall on them as it passed through the window. Then she gently picked them up, one at a time, and slowly wiped over the surface with a piece of soft cloth to remove the dust. When she finished one piece, she set it back on the table and picked up another, a small sphere of smoke-hued quartz. One of her mother’s folk had brought this crystal with her across the sea when the Bowe women came first to Lichport, and her own mother had used this crystal more than any other. The stone was very clear, only a few veils and fissures inside it to catch the moonlight and make it dance when she turned the stone and then looked into its depths. It was hard not to look. How the light swam inside it! How the smoke swirled within! And before she could look away, the veil drew aside and she could see a scene play out in miniature pantomime before her eyes, down deep within the stone.

At first it was like looking at something at the bottom of a river. Then slowly the vision became bright and clear, and because of its sharpness, she knew that she was seeing something that was happening at that very moment, here, in the present. The past was cloudy, indistinct, blurred along all its edges. The future was even harder to see, often very dark, like sifting through murky water for something lying at the bottom, and just as soon as she could begin to see what it was, it slipped from her hand and was below the surface, hidden in the mud again. In and out of focus, never still. That was the future. But now, before her eyes, the vision was clear as you please, like looking out a window.

Within the stone, a woman stepped out of a car and toward a house, followed by a young man who paused, waiting on the sidewalk. As Mrs. Bowe had been taught to do, she “pushed” at the vision with her mind and the details grew smaller, but she could then see more widely, as though a camera were pulling back from its subject to reveal more of the world around it. She knew that house. And she knew whose house it was, with its high roof and black eye windows and strange columned temple at its side. This was local. Here. In Lichport. Just a few blocks away from where she was sitting.

She drew the stone up to her eyes for a closer look. She was now looking right into the woman’s face. She did not recognize it immediately, but after a moment she began to remember someone she used to know, but had not seen in a long time. Was that Amos’s wife? In Lichport? This made no sense to her, for of all the many people who’d left Lichport, here was one she was sure would never come back. Back in the stone, a tall man stood by the open door of the house, then walked up to the woman, to Dolores Umber, and seemed to welcome her into the house. As they stood in the light of the doorway, they cast long shadows down toward the street and looked like they had been cut out of black paper, so bright was the light coming from inside that house. What reason could she possibly have to be calling at the Umber place? Perhaps some family arrangements were being made. He was family, after all. Had something happened? Was there news of Amos? Had he been found? Had he come home?

But then the tall figure stepped onto the porch again, coming back into focus, and it took all of Mrs. Bowe’s remaining fortitude not to drop the stone at the sight of Charles Umber. That was a face she did not wish to see. He lived just a few blocks from her, but safe inside her home, it might as well be a thousand miles away. She’d have preferred that. She tried very hard never to think of him, although they’d been close enough once. Her father had even once thought that Charles would—No. Let those days stay out of reach of her mind. But who could forget such a person, or what he’d done, or—Enough, she told herself. Don’t let him in. Look away from him, but look again.

Look again.

And for a moment the scene in the crystal tilted, and she was looking up the side of that house and at a window set high in its wall. Then a cloud began to draw across the stone, pulling a shadow between her and the window. She pushed again with her mind, and suddenly a mouth flew open inside the stone in a silent scream and she nearly dropped the crystal. Regaining her composure, she fanned her hand across the stone’s surface as if brushing aside the awful image of that pained, distorted face. Oh, God, she thought, was it Amos? No. Surely she would have been able to see him more clearly, feel his presence. Enough.

Look again.

The scene returned to the sidewalk.

She could see the young man very clearly now, though a mist was rising in the stone. She thought she had never seen him before, yet how familiar he looked. A little awkward, stooping slightly as he waited outside the house, but handsome. His Roman nose, an Umber trait, so familiar, and the hair worn long and in his eyes. So like Amos.

In that instant she knew who the young man was, and she choked back a sob. Of joy or fear she couldn’t tell.

Amos’s child had come.

Amos’s son.

Come now, to that dark house. She felt cold from the ground beneath the floor climb up through the boards and up her spine like a rising damp.

“Holy Mother,” she said, setting the stone back onto the table and closing her eyes, “Holy Mother, watch over him.”

The moon was up and bright. She wrapped a shawl about her shoulders and went quickly toward the back door that led down to her garden.

The bees would have to be told.
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UNCLE ENTERED A SMALL CHAMBER on the second story and locked the door behind him, one lock after another, seven in all.

With his company arrived, Charles Umber felt, finally, a little hope, but care would be required. He had become very used to doing whatever he pleased in his house. Now he would be sharing it with others, and accommodations would have to be made. Alterations to the routine. Circumstances had already been changing in the Camera Obscura—his name for this chamber, because once, long ago, he’d used it as his dark room. Now his photographic equipment had been moved into the outer chamber, and the Camera served another purpose.
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