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Chapter One
 
 
The Saturn’s engine rattled like a penny in an old tin can. The car was a junker—its headlights pale and off-kilter. It was a temporary fix that had become a permanent mode of transportation. Jack had insisted that when they had the cash they’d buy themselves a pair of fancy wheels—a car that had that new car scent. And then Abby broke her arm. Charlie got bronchitis. Aimee needed a tooth filled. Years had passed and that second-hand Saturn had become their lifeline, but Jack refused to lose hope. He tossed loose change into an old Mason jar, squirreled away an extra dollar here and there. He worked extra hours at the boat shop, sweating through Southern summers that buzzed with the soothing hum of locusts. Now they were only a month away from reaching their goal for a second time, and the idea of that shitcan Saturn rusting in the Louisiana bayou was enough to make Jack smirk at the engine as it rattled and coughed. The humor of it trumped the migraine that was blooming behind his eyes, creeping along the inside of his skull, growing with each reflective flash of broken yellow line.
It would take them half an hour to get back home. Live Oak was a blip on the map—a place you drove past and thought Oh, how quaint, before blowing through without a second thought. It was the kind of place people ran from; the kind of place that was heavy with dark secrets and strange people—strange because they stayed there, somehow having found a way to survive in a nowhere town. But Jack loved Louisiana, from the bridges that stretched over swampland, to the long grey moss that hung from ancient trees like a tangle of witch’s hair.
Aimee dozed in the passenger’s seat as the Saturn sped down a rural road. She and Abby had the infant gene; they fell asleep as soon as the car was in motion. Jack glanced at Charlie in the rearview mirror. She sat next to her sister, tucked into her car seat, humming the tune the Pizza-Rama rock band had played on a loop just minutes before. She inspected the high-bounce ball she’d won with a stack of game tickets. To Charlie, that little ball was proof that she wasn’t a baby anymore. She was six, and she could hold her own in a game of skeeball. Nobody would catch her on the baby rides.
Charlie never slept in the car, not even when she was a baby. With Abby, all it took was a quick drive around the block, but driving only made Charlie restless. Jack often wondered whether there was something spiritual that tied Charlie to their house; something that called her back if she strayed too far.
Reaching the turn-off, Jack steered the car onto the road that would take them home. They passed Live Oak’s single grocery store—conveniently closed at eight on the dot, seven days a week. They sped by a brightly lit gas station and a blinking stoplight, hanging heavy on its overhead power line, swaying in the breeze. The highlight was Bijou, a little diner that served the best red beans and rice in all of Louisiana. That place, in Jack’s opinion, was a national treasure. He was determined to single-handedly keep it in business until the day he died.
Live Oak was so small that the roads in and out were darker than pitch, and the Saturn’s yellowed headlights didn’t offer much in the way of illumination. It was a murky drive—one that Jack took two to three times a month; most times in the dead of night, sometimes in the pouring rain—conditions that made it next to impossible to see the road at all. Tonight the sky was clear, the stars were out and burning bright for the birthday girl; and yet, despite the stars, it seemed darker than ever, like someone had reached into the sky and turned off the moon.
Jack furrowed his eyebrows against the throb at his temples and backed off the gas. He couldn’t see more than twenty feet ahead of him, and the blind spot in his right eye was blooming like a supernova. He flipped on the high beams, and for a moment he could see the road as clear as day.
The headlights flickered once.
Flickered twice.
The last thing he saw was a pair of animal eyes, reflecting bright silver and wide in the darkness. The headlights went out.
Jerking the wheel was an instinct. Jack’s mind wasn’t focused on whether the car would fly off the road, but whether those eyes belonged to a human rather than an animal. The trees along the side of the road housed occasional stragglers, and the idea of killing a man outweighed the impulse to keep the wheel pointed straight ahead.
One of the Saturn’s tires caught the embankment. The car was thrown off-balance. It jerked sideways, tires screaming across pavement. And then inertia swallowed them whole, lifting the car off the ground and spinning it into a graceful pirouette.
There was nothing but silence.
Nobody cried out. For that brief moment, the world had gone soundless.
Then: the sickening crunch of metal against asphalt.
The creak and pop of safety glass.
The explosion and powdery stench of airbags.
The grinding of the roof against the road as they slid to a stop.
The first sound that breeched the silence was Aimee’s hyperventilating. She tore at her seatbelt despite being upside down, determined to get out of the car if it was the last thing she did. Jack dangled from the driver’s seat, suspended in the air like an astronaut awaiting ignition. He imagined being paralyzed, wondered if it hurt to sever you spinal cord or die in a car accident like this one. But he could hear Aimee thrashing. He could hear her crying. He couldn’t possibly be dead.
And then, a final assurance that he was still alive: Abigail began to scream.
That scream motivated Jack to tear himself free, to fumble with his seatbelt and shove open his door, tumbling onto the glass-speckled street like a clown rolling out of a circus car. Aimee kicked at her door as she screamed along with Abby, sure her children were mortally wounded.
Jack got to Abby before Aimee crawled out of the car. He pulled open the back door and caught her around her waist, heaving her from the mangled wreck. Abby stopped screaming the moment she saw her mother. She started to bawl instead.
 “What happened?” Aimee yelled. Her face twisted with panic. “Jack? What the hell happened?” She was trying to keep calm, but every word that clawed its way up her throat was a shriek.
Jack didn’t reply. He was busy dashing around the other side of the car, his heart stuck in his throat, threatening to choke him. Like a newborn baby fresh to the world, Abby had screamed and assured her parents that she was alive, but Charlie hadn’t made a sound. Not a whine, not a whimper. Stillborn. Dead.
His every nerve stood on end, buzzing with dread as he wrenched open the backdoor and stuck his head inside. To his relief, hovering over him like an overturned angel, Charlie dangled from her car seat, her hair hanging in her face.
 “Hi, Daddy,” she said softly.
Jack’s heart swelled in his chest.
 “Hi, baby,” he whispered back, fumbling with the seat’s latch, freeing her from the wreckage.
 “Did we flip?” she asked. “Like in the movies?”
 “Yeah,” he replied, only now remembering that reflective pair of eyes, the ones that had made him jerk the wheel in the first place. He hadn’t bothered to look and see if anything was lying dead in the road. Part of him hoped that whatever had caused this had been flattened by the Saturn’s front bumper. If the road was clear, he had half a mind to storm into the woods and find something to kill, if only to satiate his sudden need for retribution.
Jack pulled Charlie from the car and set her down on her sneakered feet. Abby and Aimee wept into each other’s arms while Jack and Charlie stood silent, both of them transfixed by the smashed Saturn.
 “Cool,” Charlie whispered under her breath, her eyes sparkling with mischief. That single word of childlike wonder thrust him back into reality and for the briefest of moments, despite the circumstances, he tried not to laugh. The moment was cut short by Aimee’s shouting.
 “Call the police,” she yelled. “What are you waiting for? Call the police!”
Jack patted down his pockets. Empty. His cell was missing. He ducked back inside the wreckage, searched the bent roof of the car for his phone, and found it close to the backseat. Half-expecting there to be no service, he imagined a psychopath bursting from the trees with an axe held over his head—that hitcher he’d saved by swerving was, coincidentally, a crazed killer looking for a nice family to Julienne.
Reality was never as exciting as Hollywood. There was no killer, and Jack’s phone boasted four bars.
He dialed 911, reported the accident and their approximate location. Crouching beside a shaken Abigail, Jack wiped his eldest daughter’s tears from her cheeks while giving the dispatcher details of the incident. Nobody was hurt, but they’d send an ambulance anyway. A fire engine would arrive, accompanying a handful of police cruisers and eventually a tow truck that would drag the Saturn to its final resting place.
The thing was totaled, twisted like a tin can. Under different circumstances, Jack would have set its smashed frame on fire and danced around it like a devil around a bonfire. But instead of whooping with joy, he stared at the thing, waiting for it to come alive, waiting for it the engine to rumble to life and mow them down like King’s Christine.
 “What happened?” Aimee asked again, trying to compose herself before the cops arrived.
Jack shook his head, bewildered.
 “I thought I saw something. An animal.”
He looked back the way they came, squinted in the darkness, tried to spot a carcass in the road.
 “It’s like the headlights just went out,” he said.
 “They went out?”
 “I think so…”
 “You think? Jack, we could have been killed.” Aimee shoved the back of her hand against her damp cheek, swatting at stinging tears. “What were you thinking?”
 “It was a reflex.”
 “What, jerking the wheel instead of slamming on the brakes? Have you lost your goddamn mind?”
He saw something shift out of the corner of his eye, and shot a look down the road again.
 “Where’s Charlotte?” Aimee’s voice took on a sudden urgency. “Jack?”
Looking back to the car, Charlie wasn’t where Jack had left her. His eyes fluttered around the wreckage. He fell into motion, surveying the road around the accident.
 “Charlotte?” Aimee called out, her voice shrill with panic.
 “Charlie!” Jack yelled. His heart had crawled back into his throat.
 “Oh my God, where is she? This isn’t happening,” Aimee choked. “This can’t possibly be happening.”
Jack jogged a few yards down the road, his pulse hammering against his ears. Aimee’s whimpers grew fainter until she sounded like she was underwater: muffled and indiscernible. The air had grown thick and heavy, impenetrable by sound.
Jack finally spotted her. Charlie stood on the soft shoulder a few yards from the car, facing the trees.
 “Thank Christ,” Jack murmured. “Charlie, what are you doing? Your mother is losing her mind over you.”
Charlotte looked at her father, then looked back to the trees with a furrowed brow.
 “Something ran into the woods. Over there.” She lifted a hand and pointed a small finger at a tangle of trees.
Jack looked to where she pointed, his own eyebrows knitting together as he tried to spot movement in the darkness.
 “Probably just an animal,” he assured, taking Charlie’s hand into his own. “Come on, let’s get you back to your mom.”
Charlie reluctantly gave up her position, craning her neck while her dad led her back to the overturned car.
 “It wasn’t an animal,” she murmured. “It walked on two legs, like us.”
Jack slowed his steps at Charlie’s description.
 “I saw it, Daddy,” she assured him, lowering her voice so her mother and sister wouldn’t hear. “I saw it before the lights went out. I saw it just like you.”
 
It was well after midnight by the time the Winters arrived home. To Charlie’s delight, an officer gave them a ride after reports were filed and everyone was checked out by paramedics. Aimee put the girls to bed while Jack sat at the kitchen table, staring at Charlie’s high-bounce ball next to his coffee cup. Somehow, she had managed to hang on to it through the accident, only having let it go when her mother insisted it was time for bed. Uncurling her fingers from around the cheap rubber toy, Charlie had carefully placed it next to her father’s coffee cup in a silent gesture of understanding. She had seen it too—the pair of eyes that had forced Jack to swerve and nearly kill his entire family.
What got Jack the most was their familiarity. He had seen those eyes before.
Aimee eventually stepped out of the girls’ room and quietly shut the door behind her. She took a seat across from Jack, holding her silence for a long while; but Jack knew what was coming. She wanted to know what happened. She wanted an answer that would satisfy her anger. Rather than ask the same question again, she caught Jack off-guard with a statement instead.
 “You could have killed them. Imagine it, Jack… Charlie dying on her sixth birthday.”
Jack blinked at her, stunned.
 “Gee. Thanks, hon,” he muttered. “I wasn’t feeling quite guilty enough.”
 “You were falling asleep.”
 “I was not.”
 “I know you were. You’re just afraid to admit it.”
 “What?”
 “What do you expect, staying out all the time?”
 “All the time?” Jack frowned. “Like what, once every two weeks?”
He shook his head, then lifted his cup and took a sip of cold coffee.
Aimee sat in silence, then got up and walked out of the kitchen without another word.
Jack slept on the couch.
 
The next morning Charlie refused to get out of bed.
 “I’m sick,” she complained, tugging the covers up to her nose while Aimee pulled school clothes out of a dresser and tossed them onto Charlie’s bed, assuring the girl that she would be getting up, no matter what happened the night before.
 “On your feet,” Aimee said, pulling the covers off of Charlie, who, at the shock of cold morning air, flailed atop her mattress like a waterlogged fish.
 “But I don’t feel good,” Charlie whimpered. She sat up anyway, knowing her efforts were futile. When it came to school, Aimee was the last to budge.
 “Blame it on the piles of candy you ate yesterday,” Aimee said. “I told you it would make you sick, didn’t I?”
Charlie jutted out her bottom lip.
 “Maybe someday you’ll learn to listen to your momma.”
 “Maybe someday I’ll really be sick,” Charlie muttered. “I mean really sick. Like green and dying and puking like…” She stuck her tongue out, twisting her face up in disgust. “Like that. And then you’ll be sorry.”
 “Oh I will, will I?” Aimee tried not to grin.
 “You might be dying,” Abigail chimed in from across the room. “But she’ll still send you to school.”
 “Then I’ll die at school,” Charlie said matter-of-factly. “And all the kids will come to my funeral because the teachers will make them, like they make us get outside when the fire drill goes.”
 “You can’t make people go to your funeral,” Abby said. “They only go if they feel like it.”
 “They’ll feel like it.” Charlie pulled on a multi-colored sock. “I’m gonna be buried in the sandbox next to the monkey bars. They’ll have to go because it’ll be during recess.”
Abigail rolled her eyes at her sister while Aimee busied herself in the girls’ closet, eavesdropping on their conversation.
 “And if they don’t want to go they’ll have to stay inside,” Charlie continued, “even though it’s recess.” She paused, narrowed her eyes. “Because they’re jerks.”
 “Charlotte.” Aimee shot her youngest a stern look. “Watch your mouth.”
 “That isn’t even a bad word,” Charlie mulled. She yanked on her other sock and slid off her bed. “And I can’t watch my mouth because my eyes are stuck on my head and my mouth is stuck on my head and how do you watch your mouth if they’re both stuck on your head, huh?”
Aimee exhaled a steady breath and held Charlotte’s pants out, patiently waiting for the girl to stick her scrawny legs through the holes.
 “Hurry up or you won’t have time for Lucky Charms,” Aimee warned. “You too, Abby. Both of you are running late.”
The girls went silent while they dressed, zipping up zippers and pulling on t-shirts. Charlie fumbled with her shoe laces before throwing them down in frustration. After a minute of letting her struggle, Aimee popped Charlie back on the bed and tied her shoes for her.
 “Momma?”
 “Yeah, baby?”
Charlie frowned before raising her shoulders up to her ears. “Is Daddy okay?”
 “What makes you ask that?” Aimee asked.
 “The accident,” Charlie shrugged. “He looked really worried.”
 “He was just worried that you and your sister weren’t hurt,” Aimee said with a smile. “You aren’t hurt, are you?”
Charlotte shook her head no.
 “Good. Now hurry up and eat your breakfast. Grandma is giving you a ride to school today.”
 
Charlie was right: Jack was worried. There was the accident and the mangled car—it was enough to worry anyone, especially since it had been their only mode of transportation. But the twisted frame of that Saturn was the least of Jack’s concerns. What was really eating at him was that pair of eyes. They had scared him as a child and they scared him even more now.
The first time Jack had seen those eyes had been along the outskirts of his parents’ Georgia property. The house was a run-down double-wide trailer and its paint was peeling from decades of humid Southern heat. The siding was rusted over and popping its bolts, hanging from the bottom of the trailer like a silver-lined candy wrapper.
The property didn’t match the house. It was a great stretch of land; a good two acres narrower than it was long. Those two acres of grassland stretched back for what seemed like an eternity, ending at a wall of trees.
Beyond those trees and a few hundred paces north, an old cemetery sat surrounded by a rusted iron fence. There were too many headstones for it to have belonged to a single family, yet not enough to have belonged to the small town of Rosewood, Georgia. The day Jack discovered that cemetery, he ran from it in search of his parents, but something kept him from revealing his discovery.
Gilda and Stephen Winter weren’t prize-winning parents. That run-down double-wide was an accurate representation of the way their household was run: sparingly and with little attention. They had been blessed with those two acres after one of Gilda’s family members had bit the big one, but the shitty trailer was all Gilda and Stephen’s. They’d bought it off an old guy with one foot in the coffin a few months after Gilda got pregnant, and even then that trailer was waiting for the perfect moment to fall apart.
They hauled that already dilapidated trailer halfway across Georgia and parked it on that inherited land; that was all it took for the Winters to officially become homeowners. A few months later they were homeowners with a kid.
Growing up, Jack didn’t have much guidance. He ran around in bare feet throughout most of the year, took a bath every few days—Gilda would throw him in the tub when she was no longer able to take the stink—and only brushed his teeth because the TV told him to. He grew up wild; a modern-day Huck Finn. He’d run along the length of that property to the tree line, duck beneath a tangle of branches, and spend afternoons among the dead.
Despite his youth, Jack knew that spending time alone in a cemetery was weird, but something kept drawing him back. At first it was only once or twice a month, but as time went on he visited with more frequency. Eventually, he was there every single day for hours on end.
It was there, among the moss-covered headstones and rusted wrought-iron fencing, that he first saw those eyes. Just as the sun dipped beneath the tree line and Jack picked himself up to leave for the night, he saw a pair of glossy black eyes staring at him from behind the trees. Like two onyx-colored marbles, they could have easily belonged to a wolf or raccoon. But there was something off about them. They were soulless, empty, as if pulled from the pit of something twisted and unclean.
They were the same eyes he’d seen the moment before the Saturn lifted off the road and was thrown through the sky. They were the eyes that had haunted Jack in his youth. Jack knew those eyes, and it terrified him that they had found him again.
 


Chapter Two
 
 
Patricia eventually forced herself to accept Jack as her son-in-law, but this accident was too much. Putting her daughter and grandchildren in danger! If Jack Winter thought Patricia Riley was going to turn a blind eye to his blatant recklessness, he had another thing coming.
 “Charlotte is running a fever.”
Pat made the announcement the moment she stepped into the cramped little house. That house was another thorn in Patricia’s side. She’d raised her daughter in a proper Southern home, and here she was, living in a two-bedroom lean-to stuffed floor to ceiling with what could only be described as ‘the bizarre’. Aimee was a fan of antiques, collecting everything from tarnished mirrors to oversized furniture; Jack was partial to strange artifacts—ancient books and weird family portraits. It made for a peculiar collection of home décor.
Patricia diverted her gaze from the taxidermied fawn curled atop Jack’s crumbling piano to Nubs, the Winters’ shaggy black and white Border Collie. She wrinkled her nose in distaste as the dog approached her, taking a cautionary step backward in case the flea bag decided to jump all over her new skirt. But Charlotte distracted him when she slunk into the house, dragging a bright yellow Spongebob Squarepants backpack behind her. Nubs’ interest in Patricia was instantly withdrawn, and he trotted behind Charlie like the loyal dog he was.
 “She was complaining about feeling sick earlier,” Aimee said from the kitchen, wiping her hands on a gingham-checked dishtowel. “I figured she was just making it up.” She lifted her shoulders in a shrug. “Guess not.”
 “You should get her to bed,” Pat advised, approaching the kitchen counter to inspect her daughter’s in-process cooking.
Patricia Riley fancied herself a gourmet chef. As far as Jack was concerned, she fancied herself an expert at absolutely everything; especially the art of rearing other people’s children.
 “Give her some Tylenol and run a cool bath if her fever doesn’t break by tonight.”
 “Will do,” Aimee said.
 “And I’d consider keeping Abigail on the couch for the night if I were you,” Pat continued. “Or you’ll have two sick kids instead of one.”
Aimee peeked into the girls’ room. Charlie was crawling onto her bed with great effort, pulling herself onto the mattress like a slug.
 “Thanks for driving her,” Aimee said. “I don’t know what we’re going to do about a car.”
 “Well, I have my bridge club every other day,” Pat said. “You know that. I can drive her every now and again, but I’m no chauffeur. A family can’t survive without a car.”
 “We’ll figure something out,” Aimee said. “We’re only a few weeks off of a down payment. We’ll just settle on a cheaper model, get it sooner.”
 “A new car?” Patricia raised an eyebrow. “You could probably buy two used ones for the same amount of money.”
 “Jack has his heart set on a new one. He’s been talking about it for months.”
 “What for?” Pat asked with a smirk. “So he can flip it down a few more roads?”
Aimee frowned.
 “It was an accident,” she said. She had been hard on Jack herself and the guilt was creeping in. “We were planning on a new car and we’re going to get a new car. There’s no reason for us to change our plans.”
 “Suit yourself,” Pat said with a shrug, as though Aimee’s choices had absolutely no bearing on her own situation. “But you’ll be wishing you listened to me,” she warned. “I’d have expected that by your age you’d have learned that your mother is always right.”
Aimee bit her tongue as she chopped a stalk of celery.
 “Either way, I’ll check with Daddy to see if he’ll let you borrow the Oldsmobile for a few days. That is, if it’s okay with Jack.”
That sarcasm bore beneath Aimee’s skin, but she couldn’t say a damn thing about it. They’d need a car. Borrowing her father’s Oldsmobile was the prefect solution, at least for a while.
 “If it’s okay with Daddy,” Aimee said. “We’d appreciate it.”
 “I hope so,” Pat said. “Because you know how much your father loves that car.”
Aimee nodded.
 “Thanks, Momma,” she said. “And thanks again for taking Charlie today.”
Pat forced a curt smile and pivoted on the balls of her feet, moving toward the front door.
 “Don’t forget the Tylenol,” she warned. “If you don’t remedy the problem now, you’ll be sorry later.”
As soon as Pat stepped out of the house, Aimee rolled her eyes with a snort.
 
Jack’s job was far from ideal. He spent his days patching up flat-bottomed swamp boats and resoldering metal joints to keep his customers afloat. These customers, who came to the shop because they got hammered with the shop owner every other night, ranged from crawfish fishermen to bonafide ‘gator hunters. Jack spent half his day listening to stories about the Big One that got away, about the monster that nearly chomped a finger or two. By the time he came home, the familiar itch of a headache was tickling his brain, and the tension that had settled over the house didn’t do much in the way of letting him unwind.
Abby sat on the couch, watching television while doing her homework—something she hardly ever got away with. When Jack peeked his head into the girls’ room he found Aimee perched at the foot of Charlie’s bed, looking pensive.
 “One-oh-three,” she said as soon as she saw him in the doorway. “She came home with a fever and she’s up to one hundred and three. I think we need to go to the hospital.”
 “Did you give her a bath?” Jack asked, approaching his shivering daughter. Charlie was bundled beneath a pile of blankets, her teeth chattering in her sleep.
 “Every time I try to move her she starts to cry. If I even touch her she freaks out.”
Jack took a seat next to Charlie, pressing his palm to her forehead. Aimee was right; if they couldn’t get her fever down they’d have to go to the ER—something they sure as hell couldn’t afford.
Peeling the blankets away from her coiled-up body, Jack stuck an arm under the girl and hefted her up into his arms. Charlie whined, squirmed, tried to get away, but Jack didn’t give in. He held her tight and walked to the bathroom, Aimee at his heels. Taking a seat on the toilet lid, he ran the bath while Aimee stripped off Charlie’s sweat-soaked clothes.
A worried Abigail appeared in the doorway with Nubs at her heels.
 “Is she gonna be okay?” she asked.
When Aimee failed to answer, Jack looked at his eldest and offered her a reassuring smile.
 “Everything’s going to be fine, sweetheart. Charlie just needs to cool down.”
As if on cue, Jack lowered Charlie into the tub. As soon as the cold water bit her skin, the shock of cold made her buck and thrash. She exhaled a high-pitched scream, clawing at the sides of the tub, desperately trying to escape. Abby slapped her hands over her ears. Nubs let out a frightened yelp and cowered in the hall. Jack held Charlie down while Aimee clasped her hands over her mouth. She looked away, unable to watch her baby thrash and writhe like a frightened animal.
 “Let her go,” she finally demanded. “Let her out, you’re scaring her.”
But Jack didn’t give. Each passing second rendered Charlie calmer. She eventually breathed out the most pitiful wail he’d had ever heard and gave up, going limp in the bath with a sob.
 “I don’t know what’s wrong with her,” Aimee whispered after Charlie had drifted back into a fitful sleep, a damp towel pressed to her forehead.
 “Nothing’s wrong with her,” Jack assured. “She’s got the flu or something. She’ll be fine.”
Aimee nodded, trying to be optimistic, and left the room to heat up Jack’s dinner. Only after she left him alone did he look to his daughter with genuine concern. There was something off about the way she had fought him, something that made him uncomfortable. Had it been Aimee who had held Charlie down, he was sure Charlie would have leapt from that tub and rushed past her like a feral, wild-eyed child. It had been too much fight for a six-year-old.
 
 “I gave her Tylenol but it isn’t doing a damn thing,” Aimee complained, watching Jack eat his meatloaf and mashed potatoes. “If I hadn’t sent her to school this morning she wouldn’t have gotten so sick. She told me she felt bad.”
Jack gave Aimee a look.
 “What?”
 “She’s a kid. She’d have gotten sick whether she was here or at school, or anywhere else.”
 “Well I’d rather it have been here,” Aimee said. “At least that way I could have had my eye on her.”
 “You’ll have your eye on her tomorrow. And most likely a day or two after that.”
 “It was probably one of those kids at the pizza place,” Aimee mused. “It’s just like backroad Louisiana hicks to take their sick kid to a place crammed with other kids. I swear to God…”
Jack grinned. It was one thing he loved about her; Aimee was sweet and put together on the outside, but once you cracked that outer shell she was a pillar of brimstone. Raised a strict Catholic, it seemed that the constant Sunday sermons had infused hellfire into Aimee’s blood.
 “What?” Aimee gave Jack’s smile a suspicious look. “I swear, sometimes I wonder why we even bother living here.”
 “Where else would we live?” he asked. “New York? You want to move to California and get ourselves a condo out on the beach somewhere? Think we’d fit in?”
 “What do you mean ‘fit in’?” Aimee looked genuinely offended. “Is there something wrong with us?”
 “Sure,” Jack said. “We’re Southerners.”
 “And what’s that supposed to mean?”
 “It means we were born here, we live here, and we die here.”
Aimee smirked with a shake of her head.
 “I don’t mind the South,” she said. “It’s the dirty South I can’t stand.”
It was the dirty South that made Jack who he was; Aimee just didn’t know it. She knew hardly anything about his childhood except that he’d grown up in Georgia and made his way to Louisiana after he left home. But she didn’t know when he’d left home—had no idea that he was only a few weeks beyond his fourteenth birthday when he flew the coop, never to see his parents again.
Exhaling a breath, Aimee slumped in her seat and sighed.
 “I forgot to tell you, Daddy’s going to let us borrow the Olds until we get another car.”
Jack grimaced. He hated borrowing anything from the Rileys. Aimee’s parents emanated an air of being ‘above’ them; the last thing he needed was old Arnold’s pristinely waxed Oldsmobile parked in the driveway.
 “They’re doing us a favor,” Aimee reminded him.
 “Sure,” Jack muttered. “I’m sure they are.”
 
That evening Jack woke to a tug on his t-shirt sleeve. Charlie stood beside the bed, her hair plastered across a sweat-beaded forehead.
 “Daddy,” she whispered hoarsely. “I think there’s someone in my room.”
 
The next morning, Abby dragged herself into the kitchen for breakfast. Aimee turned away from the stove, balancing a pancake on top of a spatula, and inspected the girl from across the room.
 “Please tell me you aren’t getting sick like your sister.”
Abby shook her head no, then slouched in her chair like a ragdoll.
 “What’s wrong then?”
 “Tired,” Abby murmured.
 “Did Charlie keep you up?”
Abby shook her head again.
 “I think it was an animal,” she said. “There was this scratching on the wall outside. All night.”
 
Jack often wondered how Aimee would react to knowing just how much of the dirty South he had in him. The Rileys had been shocked when their daughter had announced she was engaged to a roughneck—a nobody that had come from nowhere, like a ghost that had gotten stuck in the bayou. But the thought that got to him most was how shocked, and perhaps disgusted, his own parents would have been to discover that Jack was marrying into gentility. It was hard to forget just how rough Gilda and Stephen had been when it came to ‘the riches’. Everywhere they went, whether it was the market or the movie theater, Gilda and Steve were scoping out the place, pinpointing the people who looked the most refined, tallying up the most expensive cars in poorly lit parking lots. Jack was too young to know for sure, but he had a suspicion his folks lived off more than government checks. Every now and again his dad would show up with a new leather jacket or a necklace for Gilda, but there was never a mention of how he found such treasures.
The Rileys were the type to swear by genetics. He was sure that if Patricia and Arnold knew the truth about the family he had left behind, the fact that he had run for his life wouldn’t have made a damn bit of difference.
Reagan took a seat next to Jack at the warped picnic table that served as their lunch area a few yards from the boat shop. Jack had known Reagan since he’d found himself in Louisiana, and Reagan didn’t have a much better upbringing. He was gangly: tall, with long limbs that reminded Jack of a spider—if a spider lifted weights in its free time. He was the type of guy who liked to challenge authority by fitting his Charger with an exhaust that woke all of Live Oak when he took a late-night drive. He wore eyeliner and gauged his ears and bought intentionally offensive t-shirts off the internet, which he would then wear to the shop, betting Jack that today was the day he’d get punched in the mouth by a swamper.
 “This Saturday is booked,” Reagan said, drawing a cigarette from its pack. “Should be a good night.”
Music was another reason the Rileys never took to Jack. Reagan and Jack were the backbone of Lamb. The band had been Reagan’s before Jack was ever part of the picture, but when Reagan discovered that Jack wrote all his own lyrics he threw Jack onto the helm and let him pilot the ship. Reagan’s act of selflessness for the good of the band paid off in strides. Lamb became a hit at a few local bars and clubs, and the boys eventually took to Bourbon where, miraculously, they gained a following that filled the Red Door to capacity every time they played their brooding, bluesy rock-n-roll.
Jack stared down at his bologna and cheese sandwich. It sat there, boring and humorless on a square of wax paper.
 “Man, I don’t know,” Jack said. “This weekend is really bad timing.”
 “It’s already a done deal.”
 “Yeah, I know. And it’s going to get me into some serious shit.”
 “What’s the problem?” Reagan asked. “You guys having a fight?”
He shoved the bologna sandwich back into the paper bag it came from. Having two daughters, Jack got sack lunches along with the girls. Aimee hated wasting money, which Jack supposed was partly his fault. When Aimee agreed to marry him, the Rileys decided it would be best for their daughter to get a taste of ‘real life’. Aimee had been expected to go to college and worked on a degree while waiting for an appropriate suitor, preferably a handsome young man working toward a PhD. Someone by the name of Ashley or Leslie or Rhett would have been preferable. As soon as Aimee was tossed from the nest and into Jack’s arms, they quickly realized just how little money they had.
Aimee had learned to embrace her less-than-perfect life as a direct affront to her parents. It was a giant fuck you to the both of them: she hadn’t starved to death like they had expected her to, and she hadn’t crawled back to them for help either. It gave her satisfaction to know her parents were irked by this. They had fully expected her to fail and run back home, begging them to take her back.
In fact, Patricia Riley still hoped for this to happen. She was waiting patiently for Aimee to announce the dissolution of their marriage. If Pat Riley was a gambling woman, she’d have a ladies’ wager on it.
 “It’s just the whole thing with the accident,” Jack said. “And now Charlotte is sick. And we’re being forced to use Aimee’s old man’s car until we come up with the money to buy a new one. Aimee’s on edge.”
 “So what do you want me to do? Cancel?” Reagan shook his head. “You know that’s going to make us look like shit.”
 “I know,” Jack murmured. “We can’t cancel.”
 “Then what?” Reagan asked. He paused a moment, then continued: “I mean, if we have to cancel, we’ll cancel. I’m just saying it’s going to look bad. It’s going to piss Max off. And I’m not really sure if it’s a good idea to piss off the owner of the only club we play, you know? I mean, you get what I’m saying here, right? I’m not trying to be a dick or anything. I’m being realistic. Realism, man.”
 “I get what you’re saying.”
 “I don’t want to be the bad guy,” Reagan insisted.
 “I know.”
 “Seriously, it’s like not my intention to make waves between you and Aimee. I’ll even tell her myself. I love her like a sister,” he continued.
 “Reagan…”
 “Like an incredibly hot half-sister.”
Jack pressed his elbows against the weather-warped wood of the picnic table and put his head in his hands.
 “Jesus Christ,” he muttered into his palms. “You’re so fucking weird sometimes, you know that?”
 “I know,” Reagan agreed.
 “Like just… off.”
 “Oh, I know, dude. Seriously, I’m a psychopath.”
 “I’ll just deal with it,” Jack said. “She’ll just have to understand. It was already scheduled.”
 “Sure, she’ll understand. And then she’ll rip your balls off.”
Jack smirked and patted Reagan on the shoulder. “That’s all a part of marriage, my friend.”
 “And you enjoy this?” Reagan asked, truly curious.
 “Love is pain.”
 “Write a song about it.”
 “Good idea,” Jack said. “I’ll do that. I’ll have plenty of time while sleeping on the couch.”
 


Chapter Three
 
 
When Abby came home from school there was a lump on Charlie’s bed. Buried beneath a set of Spongebob sheets and matching comforter, Charlie had taken up her favorite position of sleeping with her butt in the air. She’d done it since she was a baby; elbows pulled into her chest, her knees pressed into the mattress, her rear end flying high and her thumb stuck in her mouth. Abby didn’t have to see her to know that was her sister’s exact position.
She dropped her backpack next to the leg of the desk she and her sister shared. Most days, if Charlie had homework, she’d do it at the kitchen table with Aimee and Abby would have the room all to herself. Then there were days like these, where Charlie refused to leave the bedroom and Abby would have to do her best to ignore the six-year-old monster on the opposite side of the room.
Squatting next to her bag, Abby began to rifle through Lisa Frank folders—her favorite was the one with a unicorn on the front—searching for her homework.
The lump on Charlie’s bed shifted.
Abby waited for her sister to pop her head out from beneath the sheets. When it didn’t happen, she shrugged to herself and continued to search for the right notebook—the one with Hello Kitty stickers all over it. She was sure she brought it home.
The lump shifted again.
Abby blinked. “Char?”
Getting no response, Abby rolled her eyes and looked back to her bag, ignoring the next fumbling shift atop Charlie’s mattress. She had learned from her mother: if Charlie didn’t get a response, she’d get bored and stop. But when the lump began to convulse, as though the person beneath it was suddenly unable to breathe, Abby stared at it with a startled expression. It was moving in a nearly mechanical way—oddly jerky, like a gyro in need of grease.
Charlie had been diagnosed with asthma after an attack at a local park. Abby remembered how her sister’s face had turned blue, how she had clawed at her neck with wide, desperate eyes. Kneeling on the bedroom floor, the memory conjured in Abby’s mind and anchored, forcing her heart to flutter as she pictured her sister beneath those sheets, suffocating while she watched.
 “Charlie?” Abby got to her feet and swallowed against the lump in her throat, taking a few dawdling steps toward the bed. Hesitating, she was afraid to pull those sheets back, afraid of what she’d see. What if she was too late? What if she’d pull the blanket away and Charlie would be dead and blue and it was all her fault?
 “Charlie, are you okay?” Her question was strained with worry. The closer she stepped toward the bed, the faster the lump panted, as if sensing Abby’s approach. She stopped short, her eyes wide, sure her sister was having another attack. All at once she realized that her mother was home; that all she had to do was yell and Mom would come running.
She opened her mouth to call for help.
Charlie appeared in the doorway.
Abby’s heart shot into her throat. Suddenly she was the one who couldn’t catch her breath. Charlie, on the other hand, peered sleepily at her sister while clutching a juice box to her chest.
 “I’m not okay,” Charlie said. “Didn’t Momma tell you I’m dying?”
Stepping around Abby, Charlie crawled onto her bed, that lump of sheets now nothing more than exactly that.
Abby shook her head, backing away from Spongebob’s smiling face and crazy eyes. What had always been a pleasant character now looked positively evil.
Charlie shot her sister a skeptical look. “Are you okay?” she asked, looking suspicious.
 “I’m fine,” Abby said quietly. “I just… have a lot of homework.” She turned away, sank to her knees, and pulled her backpack to her chest, desperate not to cry.
 
Dinner that evening was tense. Jack picked at his pasta while trying to figure out how to break the weekend news, Aimee watched Charlie from across the table with matronly concern, Abigail couldn’t stop thinking about what she had seen in the bedroom, and Charlie was sure someone was living in the closet.
 “There’s someone living in the closet,” she said matter-of-factly. “I’m pretty sure because today I saw him and when I went to check the door closed by itself.”
Jack and Aimee looked at one another, then looked to their daughter.
Abigail listened with shallow breaths, sitting as still as she could, listening for noises—for the subtle creak of the closet door to assure her Charlie was telling the truth.
 “I think he’s the guy who’s making all those scratchy noises. You know the noises?”
 “What noises?” Jack asked, glancing over to Aimee.
 “Just some scratching noises,” Aimee said with a dismissive shrug. “Probably a raccoon or something. We should set up traps.”
Jack pursed his lips, then looked down to his plate and poked at his pasta.
Aimee exhaled an annoyed sigh.
 “Alright, what’s wrong? Is it no good? Why isn’t anyone eating?”
 “I’m not hungry,” Abby said softly.
 “I’m sick,” Charlie whined.
 “Reagan scheduled a gig,” Jack mumbled.
The room went silent.
Of the fights the girls had witnessed, the biggest ones always started with that very phrase. Their arguments were always about the band, about how much time Jack spent away from the girls on weekends, which was the only time they really got to see their dad at all. Abby chewed on her bottom lip and rolled a piece of Penne back and forth with the prongs of her fork. Charlie put her fork down and put her hands in her lap, which she stared at silently, waiting for the bomb to drop.
 “I didn’t know,” Jack said quietly. “He only told me today.”
Aimee said nothing.
 “I told him it was bad timing. I told him Charlie is sick.”
 “Dying,” Charlie whispered.
 “And?” Aimee raised an eyebrow, waiting for the grand announcement she knew would never come.
 “And if we cancel on Max it’ll look bad, Aimes. He already put us on the schedule. The lineup is posted all over the Quarter by now.”
 “Oh.” Aimee calmly pushed her chair away from the table and gathered up her plate.
 “I didn’t know. If he had said something sooner…”
 “Then what?” Aimee asked, snatching Jack’s plate off the table.
 “Then I could have kept it from ending up on the schedule.”
 “Really? Because you’ve kept so many gigs off the schedule.”
Lamb never missed a gig. Rain or shine, the show went on. They had even made the journey out just before Katrina. Jack had made it out of town a mere four hours before the first levy broke.
 “What do you want me to say?” Jack asked, desperate for a little leeway. “I didn’t know this week was going to end up like this. I didn’t know we were going to have an accident or that Charlie was going to end up sick. How was I supposed to know?”
 “You just know,” Aimee snapped, dropping the plates into the sink with a clang. “It shouldn’t be your priority.”
 “Can I be excused?” Abby asked. Her request went unheard.
 “It brings in money,” Jack reminded her.
 “Well we both know we wouldn’t need it,” Aimee countered.
 “Right.” Jack smirked. “We wouldn’t need it if I’d just grow up, right? We wouldn’t need it if I’d screw this whole ‘dream’ thing and get a real job.”
 “You have a real job, Daddy,” Charlie piped in. “You fix boats!”
 “Can I be excused?” Abby repeated. Again, she got no reply.
 “Fixing boats isn’t going to get us out of this house,” Aimee said. “Fixing boats isn’t going to fill up our savings account. Fixing boats isn’t going to get us anything but this life, over and over again, forever.”
Jack’s tone became bitter. “You chose this life.”
Stepping back to the table, Aimee grabbed the girls’ plates and marched them to the sink.
 “Once upon a time, you liked this life,” Jack said. “Or maybe you just liked being secretly outraged.”
 “Maybe,” Aimee smirked. “And maybe I should have listened to my mother.”
Jack went silent. He bit his tongue and stared down at the grain of the table, refraining from saying anything he’d later regret.
There was a tense pause. Aimee finally broke it: “Whatever,” she said, turning on the faucet. “You just do whatever you want to do, Jack. I’ll hold the family together while you’re out playing your little songs.”
Jack’s nostril’s flared. He felt his jaw go rigid.
 “Daddy?” Charlie stretched a scrawny arm across the table.
 “What is it?” Jack asked almost inaudibly.
 “Will you play us a song tonight, for bedtime?”
He gave Charlie a weak smile and nodded once in agreement.
 “That sounds like a great idea,” he said. “Abby?”
Abby looked up from her empty place setting and, after a moment, nodded as well.
 “As long as it’s one of yours,” Abby said.
 “Maybe ‘Don’t Stop Believin’’ just once,” Charlie added. It was her favorite song.
With her back turned, Aimee inhaled a shaky breath. She used to ask him to play her lullabies when they had first met. Now she couldn’t help but to wonder what had changed, what made her resent him for the thing she loved about him the most. Jack was the same Jack he’d always been.
It was Aimee who had changed.
 
Charlie knew all the words to Journey’s biggest hit, and she sang it at the top of her lungs while using her bed as a stage. Despite Abby’s slow-growing apprehension, she laughed as her little sister bounced around like a monkey, using a toilet tube clutched in front of her mouth like a microphone. After Charlie’s performance, Jack tucked them in, played a lullaby on his guitar, and left the door open a crack. The light from the hall slashed through the darkness of the girls’ room like a beam of hope.
As soon as her dad left, Abby’s attention shifted to Charlie’s bed, remembering what she had seen when she had come home from school. She wondered how she’d ever sleep again.
 
Aimee was already in bed when Jack returned from entertaining the girls. Reading Les Misérables for what seemed like the eighteenth time since they had met, it was her favorite book—a miserable, poverty stricken romance; a story she could see herself in if Louisiana was somehow magically transformed into France.
Aimee didn’t look up when Jack entered the room. She was still determined to be angry about their argument and the upcoming weekend. But after a few minutes she lowered her book and allowed her head to fall against her pillow.
 “You know,” she said after a moment, “if I wasn’t big on the whole idea of you running around with a band for the rest of your life, I probably shouldn’t have married a musician.”
Standing at the closet door, Jack paused when she spoke, then peeled off his shirt and tossed it into a wicker hamper in the corner of the room. Jack’s tattoos were all in places that could easily be hidden. The most pronounced was the one emblazoned across his back—a tattoo he had gotten long before he had met Aimee. Across his shoulder blades and down most of his spine, the devil played against his skin. When Aimee saw it for the first time, he played it off as nothing more than rock and roll—a stupid decision made under the influence. But it had taken months of repeat visits to a parlor to complete the design. Jack had spent hundreds of dollars and dozens of hours beneath the needle, etching the image of his childhood nightmares into his skin, all without a clear understanding of why he was doing it at all.
 “You probably should have listened to your mother,” he said.
Aimee stuck her bookmark between Victor Hugo’s pages and smirked.
 “I probably should have,” she agreed. “But it was either endure the pain of marrying you, or wait for my darling mother to arrange a marriage for me.”
 “Well, there is one good thing about your darling mother,” Jack said.
 “Oh yeah? What’s that?” Aimee tried to bite back a smile, but the corners of her mouth betrayed her.
 “She married an Oldsmobile man.”
Aimee exhaled a laugh.
 “The guy has excellent taste,” Jack insisted.
 “Mm, he does, doesn’t he?”
 “Velveteen upholstery. A tan paint job…”
 “Beige,” she corrected.
 “It’s tan.” Jack moved to the bed. “And you know, I’m not knocking tan.” He crawled onto the mattress, slinking toward his grinning wife.
 “You’re not?” she asked.
 “Why should I?” he asked, his palms pressing into the mattress on either side of her shoulders. “Tan is my favorite color.”
 “It’s a sexy color,” she whispered, her fingers walking up his chest.
 “My sentiment exactly,” Jack murmured against her neck.
Aimee’s eyes fluttered closed as his hands moved down to her waist, catching the hem of her sleep shirt between his fingers. The fabric dragged against her skin as he pulled it upward. The room grew hot. The sheets were kicked to the side.
And then there was a scream.
It was amazing how quickly they could go from foreplay to running down the hall. The screaming continued as they raced toward the girls’ room, desperate to outrun one another, as though getting there first would prove who the better parent was.
Jack was the winner. He skidded to a stop in front of the door and stared into the darkness. Aimee wasn’t much farther behind, covering her mouth as soon as she saw it.
Abby was the one who had screamed. Still in her bed, she sat stick-straight and terrified, surrounded by a veritable lake of vomit. It was everywhere—Abby’s bed, the floor, the desk, dripping off of a stack of glossy Lisa Frank folders.
Charlie stood in the corner of the room. Her chin against her chest, her hands at her sides. Unmoving. Staring at what she’s done through a blank set of eyes.
 
In spite of its cheerful wallpaper, the doctor’s office felt nothing but cold. Aimee sat beside Jack in the waiting room, flipping through an old copy of Good Housekeeping, while Charlie sat on the floor, sliding beads up and down brightly colored metal rods. The beads hissed as they slid up and tumbled down with each hill and valley, eventually smacking the wooden baseboard. Jack wondered just how many children had played with that thing; just how many tiny hands had grasped those beads, and how many of them—like his daughter—weren’t actually sick yet still here, still in need of a diagnosis.
Jack hadn’t been able to sleep after he and Aimee had cleaned up Charlie’s mess the night before. Every time he closed his eyes he saw her standing in the corner of her room, shaded by the dark; he watched himself approach, ready to pull her from the shadows, only to catch sight of her eyes—soulless and abysmally empty.
He shuddered.
Aimee raised an eyebrow; flipped a page of the magazine.
 “Chill out,” she told him. “You look more uncomfortable than all of these rugrats combined.”
Across the room, a little boy sat next to his mother, flipping thick cardboard pages of a Thomas the Train storybook; another kid pushed a bright red Tonka truck across the carpet, repeatedly smacking it into the leg of his grandfather’s chair. A girl on the other side of the waiting room pressed her mouth against the glass of a fish tank. Her mother hardly noticed, busy conducting business via cell phone.
They all seemed so calm compared to Jack, who was hunched over in his chair, his knees bouncing nervously. He told himself Charlie was just sick, that she had the flu and that was it—but he couldn’t unknow what he knew, and he couldn’t unfeel the certainty that coursed through him like a quick-spreading disease. Charlie always said she wanted to be just like her dad.
Jack’s stomach twisted uncomfortably. His face turned down in a grimace.
It seemed that Charlie would get her wish after all.
 “Charlotte Winter?”
A nurse clutched a clipboard against her chest, her free hand holding the heavy door that led to their assigned examining room ajar. Aimee tossed the magazine onto an empty seat, gathered her purse, and motioned for Charlie to get up. The girl stood with a dramatic sigh. She had repeatedly told her mother that she was no longer dying, that a visit to the doctor was ‘totally dumb’.
Charlie strode to her mother, took Aimee’s hand, and looked back to her dad with a blink.
 “Come on, Daddy,” she said. “You can’t stay here by yourself.”
The nurse smiled as Jack pushed himself out of his seat.
 “You must be Charlotte,” she said, too friendly to be genuine.
 “Charlie, please,” Charlie said.
Aimee flashed the nurse a terse smile and stepped through the door. Charlie let go of her mother’s hand when Aimee tried to drag her behind, extending her arms out to Jack, waiting to be picked up like the baby she would soon no longer be. Jack didn’t argue. He hefted her up into his arms and stepped past the nurse without a word.
 “Down the hall,” the nurse instructed. “You’ll be in room C.”
 “C for Charlie,” Charlie whispered to her dad.
C for curse, Jack thought. C for catastrophe. Calamity. Chaos.
The examination room felt even colder than the waiting area. Aimee took a seat while Jack plopped Charlie on a padded examination table, her attention immediately drawn to the counter space next to a small steel sink.
 “Can I have one of those?” she asked, pointing to a jar full of tongue depressors.
 “No you can’t,” Aimee said, but Jack was already making a move for them.
 “Jack.” Aimee gave him a stern look.
 “You think they’ll be mad?” he asked, fishing a depressor out of the jar. “You think that maybe they can’t afford to buy any more of these after they send us our bill?”
 “That isn’t the point,” she muttered. But she averted her eyes nonetheless, checking her nails.
Jack handed Charlie the depressor, which she immediately stuck into her mouth.
 “Why are we here again?” Jack asked, taking a seat next to Aimee. Charlie traced the shape of smiling bear against the wallpaper, ignoring her parents as she sucked on the wooden stick in her mouth. Eventually, a soft knock sounded at the door.
Charlie’s doctor looked quite professional with his white coat and horn-rimmed glasses.
 “Hi, folks. I’m Doctor Hogan.” He extended a hand to both Jack and Aimee, before turning his attention to the little girl sitting on his table. “Hi, Charlotte,” he said.
 “Charlie, please,” Charlie requested, her words jumbled around the tongue depressor.
 “Charlie, then. How are we feeling, kiddo?”
 “I’m fine,” she said. “I told that to my mom but she’s still mad.”
Aimee shifted uncomfortably, clearing her throat.
 “Mad about what?” Doctor Hogan asked.
Charlie lifted her shoulders up to her ears and let them flop down. “I puked all over the floor and she had to clean it up.”
 “So you were sick, huh?”
 “And then Nubs got in the room and started eating it…”
 “Charlie,” Aimee warned, her voice edged.
 “…so that was gross.”
Jack held back a laugh.
 “Nubs?” the doctor asked.
 “It’s okay,” Charlie said. “He’s our dog. He isn’t a person or anything.”
 “I would hope not.”
 “Sometimes he eats his own poop,” Charlie explained.
 “Charlie!” The name cracked like a whip. Aimee had the uncanny ability to shut anyone up by hissing their name.
Doctor Hogan cleared his throat, attempting to regain his professional composure, before turning to Aimee and Jack; but there was still a hint of amusement dancing in the corners of his mouth.
 “So,” he said. “What seems to be the problem?”
 
 “Completely ridiculous,” Aimee snorted, stomping across the parking lot. She reached the passenger door and crossed her arms over her chest, fuming. “Nothing wrong with her,” she sneered. “Where did that man get his medical license anyway? Off the internet?”
Jack put Charlie down next to the car and fished the car keys out of his pocket.
 “You don’t just vomit buckets the night before to be fine the next day, Jack. That doesn’t happen.”
He held his tongue, unlocked the doors, and helped Charlie into her car seat—it was the only thing they had salvaged from the wreck. When he finally slid behind the wheel he sat quietly for a moment, transfixed by the Georgia plates on the back of a rusty red pickup.
 “Isn’t it better that she isn’t sick?” he finally asked.
 “She is sick,” Aimee snapped. “She’s been sick for the last few days. She had a fever of one hundred and three. Or do you not remember her clawing at your arm when you put her in the tub?”
 “It was cold!” Charlie yelled from the back.
 “It was probably just a bug. She caught something at school. It was a two-day thing and everything is fine.”
Aimee shook her head and stared out the window, refusing to look at him. Defeated, he exhaled and started the car, slowly rolling it out of the parking lot and onto the street.
A few minutes later, while idling at a red light, Aimee spoke up again, her voice low.
 “There’s something wrong with her, Jack. I can feel it.”
 


Chapter Four
 
 
The day Jack’s parents suspected there was something wrong with him was the day they found a stray cat hanging from the tree in the front yard.
The cat had been a nuisance from the day Gilda and Stephen had parked their trailer on that land. Stephen had been trying to scare the thing off their property longer than Jack had been alive, and Jack had learned from his father that when that cat showed its face around the Winter estate, all was fair in hunting felines. Stephen made it clear: he didn’t care how Jack got the damn thing off their property just as long as it was gone.
Before Jack started school, he spent scorching afternoons chasing that stray across their two acres, wielding a stick as big as he was in case he managed to catch up with it. When he hit first grade, Stephen bought him a slingshot for his birthday. Jack spent an entire month nursing his new obsession. He taught himself to shoot rocks as well as Robin Hood, preparing for the next time that roving cat crossed his path.
He never did catch up to it. After years of poaching, he’d secretly grown fond of the trespasser that drove his daddy crazy. By the time Jack entered the fourth grade, he was leaving milk in a shallow dish behind the lot’s furthest tree. He didn’t dare risk placing it any closer: he knew that if he was caught fraternizing with the enemy, he’d get the beating of his life.
The year he went soft on that stray was the year he started visiting the graveyard more and more often. The cat, which had grown fond of Jack as well, crept through the tall grass, watching the boy through slit yellow eyes while Jack sat among the headstones for hours on end. It kept its distance, venturing closer as the days wore on until, one afternoon, that feline found itself sitting next to Jack as compliantly as a lifelong pet.
Jack patted the animal on top of its head, his eyes fixed on a point beyond the trees. For a brief moment, two sworn enemies found solace in each other, enjoying the spring breeze that rustled the leaves and bent the grass to the earth in gentle arcs. And then, with his hand stroking the cat’s back, Jack saw those black bottomless eyes in the shadow of an oak.
His fingers tensed, biting into the animal’s fur like a pair of jaws. The stray shrieked and bounded away, then stopped to glare at its old enemy. It didn’t like what it saw. Reflexively, it arched its back, fur bristling with agitation. Opening its mouth as wide as it could, it exposed its fangs with a hiss, then turned and dashed out of view.
On any other day he would have shrugged it off and forgotten the whole thing, but that particular day wouldn’t allow Jack to let bygones be bygones. The way the animal’s back bent into an S-curve, the way it had bared its teeth—something about it made his blood boil. Rage curdled in the pit of his stomach. His fingers dug into the soil. All at once he was on his feet, running after it, determined to catch it once and for all, to string it up like he should have long ago. Years of effort burned in his lungs like oil; all the hours he had spent hunting.
The cat was mocking him. It had tricked him into bringing it milk, scratching behind its ears when nobody was looking.
Jack’s nostrils flared. He ran harder. He could see it ahead of him, dashing toward the trailer like a fur-covered missile. Jack slowed when Stephen stepped onto the sagging porch, aimed his BB gun, and fired as the stray bolted by him. It was a miss.
 “Son of a bitch!” Stephen barked. He turned to his ten-year-old son, the kid winded and gulping for air, dark hair plastered to his sweat-covered forehead. “You think you’re gonna catch ‘im with your bare hands?” he asked.
Maybe not with my bare hands, Jack thought to himself. But I’ll sure as hell catch him.
That night, long after Stephen and Gilda had gone to bed, Jack snuck out the front door with a saucer of milk. He crossed the front yard with careful steps and placed the bowl at the base of his Momma’s oak—a huge old tree that shaded their trailer from the burning Georgia sun. Armed with a spool of his father’s fishing line, he tied a slipknot onto the end and looped the line along the ground, leaving that saucer in the middle as bait. Then he climbed up into the branches of that tree and waited, the end of the line held tight in his hands.
 
Gilda was the first to see it. She was stepping outside to beat the kitchen rug with a broomstick when her eyes snagged on something swaying in the shade of the tree. Squinting against the sun, she couldn’t make out what it was. She stepped off the porch, walked a few dozen feet, and saw the swinging sacrifice for what it truly was.
Despite not being the squeamish type, she couldn’t help the scream that punched its way out of her lungs. Stephen stumbled out of the trailer to see what his wife was screaming about, spotting his arch-nemesis strung up like a hate crime. Rather than exhaling a laugh, he gave his son a startled look.
 “Holy Mary Mother of God,” he said. “Boy, what the hell have you done?”
 
Despite Charlie’s improvement in health, Aimee wouldn’t let it go. As soon as they stepped through the front door, she strode down the cramped hallway, stopped in front of Jack’s old piano, and fished a phone book out of its bench seat.
Jack watched her from the doorway, holding the screen door open for Nubs, who was making a mad dash for the front yard.
 “What’re you doing?” he asked.
Nubs lost his footing on the wooden floor and nearly crashed into the wall, but righted himself just in time to leap on to the front doorstep.
 “Looking for a second opinion,” Aimee said flatly. She dropped the phone book onto the piano’s bench with a crack. A puff of dust exploded from between the pages, catching the sunlight that filtered through the curtains, setting the dust particles afire with a supernatural gleam.
 “Give it a day,” Jack suggested. “You’re wound up.”
 “And you’re busy getting ready to take off to New Orleans,” Aimee said. “I’m sorry if you consider at least one parent being concerned as unusual.”
Jack glanced to his guitar, nestled snug in its case, crammed between a wall and a bookcase. Aimee flipped through pages, and Jack found himself wondering what letter she was aiming for: P for psychologist? Or maybe E for exorcism?
 “At least let me pick up a new directory,” he said. “We’ve had that one since we moved in. It’s completely useless.”
He had a point, but he was also trying to stall her—throw her off her groove.
Aimee stared down at the phone book, fighting an internal debate. Eventually, she looked at Jack, rolled her eyes, and relented.
 “Fine.”
She turned to leave the living room when Jack stopped her with a question.
 “Hey, Aimes?”
Exhaling a sigh, she turned to face him. Her arms hung at her sides in defeat. For a moment, she looked like the girl Jack had met a decade before.
 “Watch a movie tonight,” he said. “Pop some popcorn. You deserve it,” he said. “Just like old times.”
Despite her mood, a shadow of a smile crawled across Aimee’s lips; but she wasn’t done being angry. Crossing her arms over her chest, she smirked at him.
 “Just when everything is falling apart, you have to say something romantic.”
Then she turned and wandered toward the kitchen, on a secret mission: wade through the pantry in search of popcorn.
 
By the time Reagan arrived, Jack had ordered the girls a pizza, made sure they were in their pajamas, and readied them for bed with an old Ren and Stimpy rerun. Aimee had been granted the entire afternoon off and was all smiles when Reagan turned up.
 “Hi, Reagan,” Aimee greeted while nursing a beer.
 “Hey, Aimee. Getting drunk?” Reagan plopped himself down on the floor and put an arm around Abby, while Charlie climbed into his lap with a giant smile. “Hey, Charles. What’s the word?”
 “Nothing,” Charlie said.
Abigail climbed onto the couch behind him while Charlie poked a finger through the round spacer in Reagan’s ear.
 “I heard you were sick, man.”
 “I was,” Charlie said. “I had to go to the doctor and everything.”
 “You did?”
 “Yup.” She sprawled out across him like a queen on a settee. “I had to go today because mom was totally freaking out, like…” She pulled at her hair and made a wild face.
Abigail giggled from behind them. Aimee smirked and took a swig of beer.
 “So what happened?” Reagan asked.
 “The doctor’s incompetence happened,” Aimee muttered.
 “Clean bill of health,” Jack corrected, hefting Charlie off of Reagan’s lap by her ankles. “Right?”
Charlie dangled upside down with a squeal, struggling to reach the ground with her hands.
 “Oh God, Jack, put her down,” Aimee said. “That’s the last thing she needs. I mean, really.”
 “I’m gonna barf!” Charlie warned. “I’m gonna do it all over Uncle Reagan!”
 “Do it,” Reagan dared her. “If I show up to the show with barf all over me, I’d be totally hardcore.”
Jack put Charlie down, and she immediately crawled back into Reagan’s lap.
 “What’s hardcore?” she asked.
 “You don’t know what hardcore is?” Reagan gave Jack a look of disapproval. “Jack, seriously, what aren’t you teaching these girls?”
 “I know what hardcore is,” Abby said.
 “You do, do you?” Aimee raised a curious eyebrow and waited for her eldest to define the term.
 “It means awesome,” Abby said.
Jack puffed out his chest with a grin. “See?” he said. “It means awesome.”
 “That’s right.” Aimee shook her head, a bemused smile playing across her face. “Because it’s awesome to show up at a gig with vomit all over yourself. That’s the definition of awesome. Abby hit that nail right on the head.”
 “What does it mean then?” Abby asked.
 “It means awesome,” Reagan assured her.
Charlie jumped to her feet excitedly. “Uncle Reagan, I barfed all over my room last night.”
 “She did,” Aimee said.
 “That was hardcore, right?” Charlie asked.
 “Wrong,” Abby cut in. “That was totally gross.”
Reagan: “You barfed all over your room?”
 “You should have seen it,” Aimee muttered. “It was like The Exorcist in there.”
 “Impressive, little buddy.” Reagan held his hand up for a high-five. Charlie slapped his palm and spun around with a laugh.
 “I’ll do it again, too!” Charlie said, bouncing around.
 “Over my dead body, kid,” Aimee warned. “Next time you pull something like that, you’re sleeping outside with Nubs.”
 “In the dog house,” Charlie laughed. “Like a dog. With fleas.”
 “And barf,” Abby added from the couch.
 “And dog food,” Charlie said.
 “And we should go,” Jack interrupted, grabbing his guitar case out of the corner.
Reagan stood, instinctively dusting off the back of his jeans. “Okay, ladies,” he said, “the hardcore dudes must depart.”
 “Have a good time.” Aimee forced a smile. She was still not thrilled with the idea of Jack leaving. Not after the fiasco with the doctor, and certainly not after what had happened the night before.
Jack put an arm around her and whispered into her ear. “I’ll be home soon,” he promised, then pressed a kiss to the corner of her mouth.
 “Bye, Daddy,” Abby said.
 “Bring me back a toy!” Charlie called after them.
And with the latch of the door and the slap of the screen beyond it, the house went silent save for the sound of Ren and Stimpy, and a faint scratching against the wall.
 
He remembered his mother screaming. Sitting in darkness so black he was sure it wasn’t real, Jack stared at the slit of light that shone from beneath his bedroom door—light that leaked into the pitch blackness of his bedroom, too weak to penetrate the lingering shadows.
Gilda’s screams were wounded, primal, tearing themselves from her lungs with guttural rawness. She sounded like she was dying; that’s what Jack remembered most. Her cries, her wails, her indiscernible pleas in the arms of a man who couldn’t understand what his wife was saying. It all sounded like death throes of a woman at the end of her rope; like a final gasp rattling inside her ribcage before it was indefinitely expelled.
Jack could see their shadows dancing outside his bedroom door. Gilda was gasping, choking on her own saliva as she wept like a woman with nothing to live for. The longer it went on, the more Stephen raised his voice despite trying to stay calm. But after a while he started to yell, his own panic taking control.
 “Stop it,” was the first thing Jack could make out. “Stop it, Gilda, stop it.” He imagined Stephen grabbing his mom by the shoulders and shaking her like they did in the movies—shaking some sense into her while shaking the chaos out.
But Gilda was inconsolable. Stephen raised his voice. She babbled even more. He grabbed her by the arms and she crumbled against his chest. Typically a strong woman, she was little more than a quivering mass of maternal emotion.
 “There’s… something… wrong.” Her words came in gasps, caught between sobs and desperate gulps of air. It was that frustrating moment between hysteria and control; she was ready to talk but those emotions continued to claw at her composure, pulling her down, drowning her in her own instability.
 “Something wrong,” Stephen echoed. “Something wrong with what?”
The question pushed her over the edge. She wailed again—a sound that Jack had never heard come out of his mother in his ten short years.
 “Something wrong with what?” Stephen repeated, more urgently this time. “Gilda, I can fix it. Just tell me what,” he said. “Just tell me what it is and I—”
 “With Jack,” she shrieked. The way his name slithered through the walls and under the door made Jack’s skin crawl. There was terror in it: a distinct pitch of absolute dismay.
 “What’s wrong with Jack?” Stephen asked, but he didn’t wait for her to answer. He let her go and made a move for his son’s bedroom instead.
The door swung open and hit the wall, bouncing off the cheap particle board that made up the walls of the trailer. Stephen blinked into the darkness that faced him. He took a reluctant step forward, pushing his hand into the shadows. His palm slid across the wall in search of the light switch.
The light snapped on and the room was revealed. Jack was sitting silently upon his bed. Stephen turned to Gilda with confusion, shaking his head, ready to tell her he didn’t understand. But she beat him to the punch.
When she saw her boy sitting there so calmly, her eyes went wide. Her hands pressed themselves against her mouth and she stared at him as though not seeing him at all—looking though him, beyond him, at something behind their son that Stephen failed to see.
 “I’ve lost him,” she choked. “I’ve lost my Jackie, oh God, I’ve lost him…”
Stephen looked back to Jack, his expression riddled with such intense confusion it verged on rage. Jack shook his head, silently confirming that he was just as clueless as his dad. And that was mostly the truth.
But in the back of his mind there was a slight glimmer of understanding, a tiny shard of remembrance. When Gilda had opened the door to bring in Jack’s laundry, he remembered seeing her not right-side up, but upside down. What he couldn’t recall was whether his mom had been walking on the ceiling, or whether he’d been standing on his head.
 
Despite his promise to come straight home, Jack decided to hit Bourbon Street for a few minutes after the show. It was tradition, and tonight that ritual seemed even more important to uphold than any night before. Every time he left home for a gig, he brought Charlie a toy. It started out as guilt but blossomed into a custom he and Charlie bonded over.
That wasn’t to say the tradition was easy to uphold. Finding a toy for a kid on Bourbon was as easy as finding a nun in one of its bars.
Reagan stayed behind at the club while Jack scoured the strip in search of an appropriate gift for a six-year-old. Unless he was willing to settle on a t-shirt that read ‘My Daddy’s big and my Mommy’s easy’, he had an idea it would take some time to find. He had already bought her a key chain with her name on it, and she’d already collected so much Dias De Los Muertos stuff Aimee threatened to pack it all up and leave it at the Goodwill. Once he’d found her a tiny wooden pig that, according to Voodoo folklore, was supposed to bring the owner good luck. Aimee hadn’t liked that so much either: the sentiment was there, but she wasn’t big on bringing Voodoo into the house.
A few minutes of stalking down uneven streets and a few close calls with the sludge-filled gutter, he found himself in front of an open door, its tiny shop window jammed with colorful odds and ends—candles and Tarot decks and shrunken heads that claimed to be authentic. Inside, there was a wall dedicated to African masks. Another wall was lined with tapered candles of every shade of the rainbow, hanging two-by-two by an uncut wick. Tiny stickers were tacked beside each color, distinguishing which candles were to be used with which spells.
Despite Aimee’s distaste, Jack was drawn to these shops. He had Voodoo sonar. Every time he strayed off Bourbon, he’d end up in a cramped little store selling spells and herbs. He was comfortable among their overcrowded shelves. It may have been the scent of incense, or the way the shopkeeper never stalked or nagged the customers. These were sacred pockets of silence among a sea of debauchery and chaos. Jack was drawn to them, drunk off their mysticism. Tonight he was drawn to the back of that long, skinny shop. He paused at a red curtain, a sign safety-pinned to the fabric: Reading in session, quiet please.
 “She’s almost done if you want one,” the girl at the counter said.
Jack glanced over his shoulder at her. “Sorry?”
 “A reading.” The girl nodded at the curtain. “She won’t be long.”
Jack looked back to the curtain with a smirk. A framed price sheet sat at eye level, perched on a shelf. He’d gotten a reading a few years back. It had been on a rare Quarter visit; the band had an unusually late gig and had decided to shack up in New Orleans for the night. After a few too many Hand Grenades, Jack and Reagan ended up stumbling across a tiny Tarot reader’s shop. The guy who took Jack’s money was an awkward Dungeons and Dragons type. He wore a hooded blue velvet cape over an AC/DC t-shirt. Rather than enlightened, Jack was left feeling stupid, duped out of sixty bucks.
 “Thanks,” Jack said. “I’m just looking for something for my kid.”
The girl shrugged and looked back to her paperback.
 “Any suggestions for a six-year-old girl?” he asked, hopeful that his time would be saved by a thoughtful customer service rep.
The girl stuck a bookmark between the tattered pages of what she was reading and motioned for Jack to come over, tapping the glass case beneath her elbow.
 “Kids go nuts for these,” she said, pointing to a display of mood rings. “They’re made-in-China crap, but like a kid is gonna know.”
 “Do they work?”
The girl shrugged again. “I guess. They work off of body heat, so they change color like they’re supposed to. It doesn’t have anything to do with mood, but like a kid is gonna know that.” She flicked a strand of dyed hair over her shoulder.
 “I’ll take three,” Jack said, reaching for his wallet.
With the rings tucked safe in his pocket, he stepped out of the shop. In his rush to get back to the club, he crashed into a big guy trying to make his way inside.
 “Shit, sorry man,” Jack said, holding out a hand to steady himself.
The big guy tipped the brim of a trucker cap at Jack in acknowledgement. He smiled a wide, toothy grin—a smile that gave Jack the creeps.
 “No problem, chief,” the big guy crooned, then slipped inside the shop.
 
After the kids were asleep, Aimee popped a bag of microwave popcorn, selected a flick she couldn’t watch with the girls around, and decided to have her own girls-night-in just as Jack had suggested. With the lights off and the television throwing blue shadows across the room, she tried to relax and forget all that had happened in the past couple of days.
It was futile: her mind wouldn’t shut off. That incessant scratching was getting louder; loud enough now to make her wonder if it would wake the kids. She grabbed the remote and paused her movie, abandoning her popcorn on the couch cushions, ready to track down that damn scratching once and for all.
At first it seemed like it was coming from near the front door, but as soon as Aimee approached the area, the scratching shifted to another part of the house. What she was once sure was an animal clawing on the outer walls of the house suddenly became an impossibility. The noise was coming from inside the walls, creeping along the arteries of their home, burrowing its way into random corners. Her search eventually led her to the kitchen. As soon as she pinpointed where the noise was coming from, it was back in the living room. If this was an animal, it knew it was being followed. It was playing games.
Eventually losing the noise’s location, Aimee shook her head in exasperation. She had wasted a good half hour chasing rogue scuffing, as though finally cornering the noise would make it disappear. If she wanted that scratching gone, she’d have to knock a hole in the wall first. She grabbed a can of diet Coke from the fridge and padded back to the living room, stopping short of the couch.
Her jaw fell slack at the mess. The popcorn she’d left on the couch was now all over the floor. Nubs was happily cleaning it up, crunching salty kernels with the wet smacking of his chops.
 “Nubs!” she whispered with as much authority as she could without waking the girls. “Goddamnit.” Waving a hand to shoo him off, she snatched the metal mixing bowl off the couch and dropped to her knees, scooping up popcorn she’d eventually end up pouring into Nubs’ bowl.
 “Stupid fucking dog,” she muttered to herself. “Last bag of popcorn too. I swear to God, if I was just a little meaner…” She looked up from the carpet to see Nubs sitting not more than a yard from her stripe-socked feet. “I thought I told you to get out of here,” she said, waving her hand at him again. “Get.”
But rather than sulking off into the shadows of the hallway, Nubs lowered his muzzle, looked at her with sad eyes and whined. Aimee peered at him. It wasn’t like Nubs to be so pathetic. He was an obedient dog; dumb, but not a troublemaker by any stretch. Some days it was almost impossible to move him from his napping spot, as though he hadn’t slept in weeks when, in truth, he slept a good sixteen hours a day.
 “What’s wrong with you?” Aimee asked him with a scowl. Nubs answered by exhaling a sigh. He flattened himself out on the carpet, assuring her there was no way he was moving from that living room. Squirreling her mouth up into a cockeyed smirk, Aimee continued to pluck popcorn off the floor.
 “You’re kind of freaking me out,” she told him. “Do you need to go out?”
Picking up the last bits of mess, she slid the bowl onto the coffee table and got to her feet, moving to the front door to let Nubs into the front yard to do his business. But Nubs, who was typically out-of-his-mind-excited at the prospect of going outside to pee, didn’t move from his spot. He didn’t even lift his head, only following Aimee with his eyes. He watched her put her hand on the door knob and whined before looking away.
Aimee furrowed her eyebrow and shook her head. “Whatever,” she said. “If you pee in the house…” She paused, sighed. “I’m talking to a dog. I’m having a conversation with a dog on a Saturday night.”
Collapsing onto the couch, she grabbed her soda off the floor, pulled her feet up, and unpaused the movie.
Less than thirty seconds later, a crash from the kitchen had Aimee on her feet in wide-eyed panic. Nubs jumped as well, growling at the darkness, his teeth bared. Aimee’s heart slammed itself against her ribs like a bird trying to free itself from a cage. Her first thought was, Someone’s in the house. Someone’s broken in and is going to kill me and the girls, unbeknownst to Jack. He’ll arrive home to a gruesome murder scene. Her eyes flitted around the room in search of a weapon. She lunged at Jack’s old piano and grabbed a candlestick off its top.
 “Hello?” she called out. She tried to sound imposing, but her attempt at confidence only made her sound that much more frightened.
Nubs backed up. He plopped his butt down on the rug and watched Aimee approach the dark hallway, double-fisting a piece of home décor. Despite the intensity of that crash, neither Charlie nor Abigail stirred, as though the noise that had nearly stopped Aimee’s heart had somehow failed to infiltrate the thin walls of the girls’ room.
She wavered at the border of light and darkness, scared to cross over even if it was only a few feet to the light switch.
 “I have a gun,” she warned. “I’ll blow your fucking head off.” But what was intended as a genuine threat sounded comical when it was whispered. Aimee eventually grew tired of her own apprehension and marched into the hall—suddenly a woman with no fear—and flipped the switch.
The hall lit up. Light spilled into the living room on one end and into the kitchen on the other. It was there, in the now hazy shadows of the kitchen, that Aimee spotted the culprit. Flipped over onto its top, the kitchen table rested on the floor with its legs pointing toward the ceiling.
She stared at the table for a long while, unable to look away from it as her mind tried to piece together how it could have fallen over. Every answer was improbable, every solution was ridiculous. Even if Nubs had taken a running start and jumped on it like a dog training for an agility contest, that table wouldn’t have budged. It was an old relic, made of solid wood, heavy enough for Aimee to need Jack’s help to move it. Sliding it across the floor, let alone lifting it and flipping it over, was impossible.
She turned away, unable to look at it any longer. Squeezing her eyes shut, she tried to keep calm. Nubs watched her doubtfully as she stepped back into the living room. She stopped dead in her tracks for the second time, her breath wavering a bit, the fingers of her free hand trembling while the other continued to cling to the candlestick.
The mixing bowl was exactly where she left it—dead center in the middle of the coffee table. But it was empty. The popcorn was scattered across the room from wall to wall.
 
Aimee met Jack at the door the second she saw Reagan’s headlights cut across the living room window. Trembling, she pulled him inside before he could say a word and grabbed the bowl off the coffee table, on the verge of tears.
 “It won’t stay in,” she insisted. “I keep picking it up but it won’t stay in. And this…” She caught Jack by the hand and led him down the hall, stopping at the mouth of the kitchen.
Jack blinked at the overturned table, confusion shifting to worry shifting to dread.
 “Did you put the chairs like that?” he asked after a moment.
She hadn’t noticed it before. The table was upside down, but none of the chairs had been disturbed. They were all standing in their designated spots.
Startled, Aimee stood in the hallway with her fingers pressed to her mouth. Jack touched her shoulder, and she burst into tears.
 


Chapter Five
 
 
Jack couldn’t sleep again. He tried to stay still as he lay in bed, not wanting to wake Aimee and throw her into another fit of hysteria. It had taken hours to calm her down. Finally exhausted by her incessant, inconsolable tears, she had passed out while Jack stared up at the ceiling. It was the moment he had feared, the moment when Aimee started to realize that something wasn’t normal. That something was terribly wrong.
Aimee was scared by the things she’d seen, but she had no idea her reaction was terrifying her husband. Jack couldn’t get the image of his own mother out of his head, couldn’t silence her choking wails as his father tried to comfort her, insisting that it was all in her head, that her mind was playing tricks. Offering the same argument to Aimee was to call her crazy. Jack had seen the immovable kitchen table sitting flat on its surface. If it had only been the popcorn it would have been a different matter. It would have been easy to convince her that Nubs was stealing snacks. But that table—he and Aimee’s father had struggled to get it inside the house when Aimee had bought it. They had to call Reagan for help. It was an old refurbished relic, heavy as hell, made out of wood as dense as the Louisiana swamp. Aimee hadn’t flipped that table over herself.
Jack squeezed his eyes shut and tried to put it out of his mind, but minutes later he was rolling over, making sure Aimee was really asleep. Holding his breath, he sat up on their creaky mattress, in desperate need of replacement. It was lumpy, and a couple of springs were starting to poke into the thin padding. It whined loud enough to wake the dead whenever they got intimate. He hadn’t fully sat up before the damn thing started to make noise. Eventually getting one foot on the carpet without those springs ratting him out, it took him another fifteen minutes to creep across the floor.
When he finally made it into the hallway he stood in a daze. After all that effort, he wasn’t sure why he’d snuck out in the first place—something had pulled him out of that bedroom, beckoning him into the stillness of the house. He tiptoed down the hall to check on the girls. Abigail was on her side of the room, one arm jutting out over the side of her bed. Charlie, who was fond of odd sleeping positions, was pressed against the wall like a slug, her sheets pooled upon the floor like discarded snake skin. The coolness of the wall kept her from getting hot during muggy summer nights. He took a step back and pulled the door with him, ready to fit it snuggly into the jamb, and stopped short.
Something shifted in the corner of the room. It was a shadow; a squatting figure hiding in the darkness, waiting for Jack to leave the girls alone. Jack hesitated, his fingers clutching the doorknob tight. Something twisted against the valves of his heart. It whispered to him: Close the door. It’s just your imagination. You don’t want to see what you’re afraid is here; and anyway, it’s too late to do a damn thing about it.
He stood there for what felt like an eternity, an overwhelming sense of anger unraveling inside his stomach. He was a father, a husband, the protector of his family and his home, and here he was, afraid to stick his head back inside his daughters’ room, allowing this thing, this shadow, to consume his children rather than facing his fear.
He took a breath. Shoved the door open. Looked inside.
Nothing.
Closing the door behind him, he was both relieved and sure he was wrong. He’d seen something crouched in the corner next to Charlie’s bed. He knew he had. And while anyone else would have blamed it on too many horror movies, Jack couldn’t blame it on anything but his own memory.
He had seen that very figure perched at the foot of his bed when he was a kid; black skin, scaly like a lizard’s, small black horns poking out of its head. Its face, so eerily human, but yet so unearthly that it had certainly come from the very pits of Hell itself. When it smiled, its crooked mouth curled all the way up to its eyes, displaying a maw full of long, jagged cannibal teeth. And those eyes: they were nothing but vacant hollows.
Jack stood outside the girls’ door, chewing on his thumbnail. He needed a plan, a way to keep their lives from disintegrating into impossible chaos. It was what had happened with his own family, his own mother convinced that he’d gone completely insane. In the end, Gilda couldn’t look at him. Stephen tried to be strong, but during those last few days his eyes had betrayed him, radiating the fear he was so desperate to hide.
Jack and Aimee were headed down the same path. Aimee would eventually be too terrified to stay in the house. She’d lose her mind or run away, unable to take anymore, and Jack would be left alone. But never really alone, that voice reassured him. I’ve always been here, and I’ll never leave.
 
The morning after Gilda’s bout of hysteria, she dug through the bedroom closet like a dog trying to sniff out a bone, and eventually surfaced with an old Folgers Coffee tin. She shoved the tin into her purse before grabbing Jack by the arm and tossing him into the back of their old yellow hatchback.
The car came to a stop in front of a three-story building. By most standards it was relatively small, but in their neck of the woods it was tall enough to be considered a skyscraper. Gilda gathered up her purse, her coffee can, and her kid, and marched into the office building with the confidence of a commandant. Stopped by a woman working the front desk, she trudged up to the secretary, grabbed the coffee can out of her purse, and dumped it onto the receptionist’s counter. Jack had never seen so much money in his entire life. There were twenties and fifties, and he even saw a hundred dollar bill crumpled up with the rest. It was his momma’s life savings, and here she was, ready to give it all up.
 “This is all the money I’ve got,” she told the now stunned receptionist. “It’s all my money and I ain’t rich, you understand me?”
The secretary, who was blonde and well dressed and had the reddest mouth Jack had ever seen on a woman, said nothing. She simply sat behind her protective barrier and tried to find the right words.
 “There’s something wrong with my boy,” Gilda told her, her voice cracking, threatening another emotional collapse. “I need to see a doctor.”
 “I can schedule an appointment,” the receptionist assured, but Gilda wasn’t having it. She shook her head and swallowed her tears and looked that woman straight in the eyes, unrelenting.
 “I don’t think you understand me,” she said, her tone deadly serious. “I’m not here to make an appointment. I’m here to see a doctor.”
 “Ma’am, you can’t just come in here and see—“
Gilda slammed her palm flat against the counter, loud as a gunshot. The red-lipped woman jumped, her manicured hands flying up to her heart as if to protect herself from the crazy woman with a can full of cash.
 “I just did come in here,” Gilda told her. “So why don’t you scurry your pretty little self up to your boss’ office and tell him he’s got an emergency appointment with a boy who needs his help?”
The receptionist opened her mouth to protest.
 “Just do your job, sweetheart,” Gilda said under her breath, “and don’t piss me off.”
The blonde woman snapped her mouth shut. She looked at Jack, then shuffled off in a hurry. Jack watched her disappear around a corner, then took a seat in the waiting area, sure the cops would come.
 
Jack woke to the sound of dishes clanging against the side of the sink. He blinked against the rectangle of sunlight that shone into his eyes, moving an arm to shield himself from the glare. The muscles in his neck had petrified during his night in the wingback chair.
Charlie ran into the living room in her bare feet, twirling in a bright white sundress he hadn’t seen before. In the morning light she looked like an angel, the light casting a halo around her hair. Smiling wide, she jumped into her father’s lap, and pain shot up his neck. He exhaled a groan.
 “What’s wrong, Daddy?” she asked, surprised by the pained expression that seized his face.
 “Just a stiff neck, sweetie.” He tried to rub the frozen muscles loose, but the more he rubbed the more it hurt.
Charlie suddenly looked serious. “Daddy, did you sleep in the living room?”
 “Just for a few hours,” he answered through gnashed teeth.
 “How come?”
 “I don’t know, baby. I came out here to read and fell asleep in my chair.”
Charlie’s eyes drifted across the room before returning to her father.
 “What book?”
 “A boring one.”
 “But you just woke up, and there’s no book…”
 “I put it back.”
 “But you said you fell asleep.”
 “I put it back before I fell asleep.”
 “Then how come you didn’t go back to bed with Momma?”
There were cons to raising a smart kid.
Jack’s patience was short. His nerves were frayed. He didn’t respond to Charlie’s question, kneading his neck instead.
 “Daddy, did you put the table upside down?”
He blinked at the oversight. The table was still in its place, legs stabbing up into the air, unmoved. They hadn’t bothered trying to flip it over, knowing their efforts would be useless. Jack would have to call Reagan for help.
 “Yes,” Jack said after a moment. “Yes I did.”
 “How come?”
 “Because one of the legs was loose. I didn’t want it to fall on top of you or your sister. What’s your mother doing?” An attempt to change the subject.
 “She’s making breakfast. How come the leg got loose?”
Jack sighed. “I don’t know, Charlie. Why don’t you go help your mom in the kitchen?”
 “Help her do what?”
 “I don’t know, honey. Just go ask her if she needs some help, would you?”
Charlie didn’t move for a few seconds, sizing him up, before abruptly dashing down the hall to the kitchen. A second later she ran back into the living room with a message from Aimee.
 “Momma says you better get ready.”
 “Get ready for what?”
 “She says you gotta take a shower and get dressed because we’re going to church.”
Jack was completely caught off-guard. Of the years Jack and Aimee had been married, they had gone to church all of three times. Two of those times were in the first year of their marriage—Christmas and Easter. Patricia, who liked to think herself a God-fearing Catholic, insisted that if he wanted to marry her daughter, he’d be attending church the way Aimee had her entire life. The third time was for Abigail’s baptism two months after she was born—another one of Patricia’s demands. Charlie hadn’t been baptized.
 “You’re inviting the devil into that girl,” Patricia had warned. Six years ago, Jack called it bullshit. Today he wondered how he could have been so stupid.
Jack reluctantly pushed himself out of his chair and shuffled into the kitchen. Aimee stood over the stove in a blue polka dot dress, an apron tied around her waist. She had curled her hair in 1950s style—June Cleaver poised over the stove in high heels and full makeup. Sensing his presence, she glanced over her shoulder at him, the crackle of bacon completing the morning’s soundtrack.
 “We’re leaving in half an hour,” she said.
 “I heard.” Jack still couldn’t believe it. Aimee had been the one who had given up on the idea of religion in the first place for no reason other than to declare war on her parents. For her to turn to God for answers—something she knew would overjoy her mother—was unlike her. She was stubborn, and she’d do just about anything it took to make sure she had a foothold over Patricia’s head.
Aimee gave Jack a look—Don’t question it—and turned back to the stove. Jack turned to make his way to the bedroom, stopped when he saw Charlie sitting dead center in the middle of the overturned table.
 “Daddy,” she said. “None of these legs are wobbly.”
 “Oh good,” Jack murmured to himself. “I must have fixed it in my sleep.”
 
In towns as small as Live Oak, folks were tightly knit. They knew who attended church and who didn’t; and those who didn’t were in desperate need of saving. It was no surprise when all eyes went to Jack and Aimee as they stepped out of Arnold’s Oldsmobile.
 “This is a bad idea,” Jack muttered under his breath. Aimee, on the other hand, had decided to play it cool, to just walk in like they owned the place. Jack didn’t think that was exactly the best plan. Strutting into the wrong church with your nose in the air could get you crucified.
Jack pulled Charlotte out of her car seat and met Aimee and Abigail on the other side of the Olds.
 “What’s the point of this again?” he asked in a whisper.
 “We need guidance,” Aimee said, her voice low.
 “Can’t we get that somewhere else? You know, like therapy or something?”
 “Therapy?” She raised an eyebrow at his suggestion. “What’re you saying?”
 “What? Nothing. I’m not saying anything,” he backpedaled. “What I’m saying is… it’s a little weird ask God for help because our dog ate some popcorn. That’s what I’m saying.”
Aimee slowed her steps, her children’s hands firmly held in her own. She leveled her gaze on her husband and narrowed her eyes.
 “What are you saying, Jack?” she asked again. “It was Nubs? Nubs scattered the popcorn all over the living room floor when I wasn’t looking? I know what I saw. Next you’ll blame the table on Nubs, too.”
 “Nubs made the leg wobbly?” Charlie asked.
 “He probably ran into one of them with his face,” Abigail chimed in. “You know how he runs and can’t stop on the floor.”
 “Like ice skates,” Charlie said with a bounce.
 “I just think this is weird,” Jack said. “What are we going to do here, tell the priest that weird shit is—”
Aimee cut him off with a glare. Jack glanced at the girls – they had heard, of course they’d heard – then rerouted.
 “—stuff is going on?”
 “I don’t know what we’re going to do here,” Aimee admitted, releasing the girls from her grasp as soon as she spotted Patricia close to the front doors. The girls ran to their grandmother and Aimee turned her full attention to Jack. “I don’t know why I suddenly needed to come to church. I don’t know anything. I don’t know what to do, I don’t know what’s going on, and I don’t know what to think or what to expect. So what do you want me to do?”
 “I don’t know,” Jack said after a moment.
 “Well then you know as much as I do.”
 “Aimee.” Patricia’s voice cut through their conversation. She bridged the distance between them and Aimee gave her a kiss on the cheek.
 “And Jack?” Pat raised an eyebrow, making it clear that Jack’s presence was truly unexpected. “To what do we owe the pleasure?”
 “The girls wanted to see you,” Aimee lied. “We figured it was a good time.”
 
Sitting in a pew toward the front of the church, Patricia kept her arms around both girls’ shoulders, Aimee kept her eyes on her hands, and Jack couldn’t help but imagine the worst. When it came to dark forces, Hollywood had its typical formula—a cliché that had him searching for the signs he’d seen on the silver screen. Everyone knew demons didn’t like the house of God. They couldn’t stand the sight of holy relics, couldn’t stomach being in the presence of a priest or a crucifix.
Jack sat beside his wife, listening to the dull hum of the sermon that eventually became little more than background noise to his thoughts. He half expected to hear Patricia’s scream cut through the church as Charlie fell victim to a fit of convulsions, all before the priest uttered the word Amen. He imagined his youngest daughter running down the center aisle toward the pulpit, her eyes black and her hair whipping behind her like Medusa’s snakes; the priest splashing holy water in front of him, protecting himself, creating a barrier blessed by God and His Angels; pictured him tearing the crucifix from around his neck and pressing it to Charlotte’s forehead only to have her exhale a hiss of pain.
None of it happened.
An entire hour of sitting in a pew, waiting for the floor to burst open like an infected wound so the Devil himself could crawl out and steal Charlie away, and nothing. The monotonous droning went on without incident.
By the time mass was over, Jack was exhausted and Aimee was somehow assured that from then on everything would be okay, that sitting in church for sixty minutes would somehow cleanse them of any mysterious goings-on; that life would go back to business as usual. She felt so confident that she happily socialized on the church’s front steps, laughing it up with old family friends she hadn’t seen in years.
The more he watched her the more he remembered his own mother trying this same tactic. Stephen had protested, insisting that it was a ridiculous idea, that organized religion was nothing but a sham. But Gilda knew her son’s problems weren’t of this world: they were the work of the Devil, and only God could rid him of such a curse. Here, the tables were turned. Jack knew what was plaguing Charlie. He knew his mother was right in turning to prayer. But he also knew she was wrong about one thing: God hadn’t been able to help Jack—He hadn’t even tried—and He wasn’t going to help Charlie either.
 
On the way home, they stopped at an ice cream shop. It was Charlie’s and Abigail’s favorite place—a charming 50s themed store that specialized in sundaes, shakes, and floats. They played Elvis Presley and Fats Domino on a loop and the girls that worked the counter wore their hair in high ponytails and tied pink kerchiefs around their necks.
Climbing onto red vinyl-covered stools at the soda bar, Charlie ordered a strawberry shake and Abby got a scoop of vanilla with hot fudge, sprinkles and a cherry. Aimee and Jack shared a banana split, and amid all of that sugar and syrup they were, for a moment, the perfect family fresh from Sunday mass.
The moment didn’t last long.
 “Can I have your cherry?” Charlie asked her sister, muffling her words around the bright red Maraschino in her mouth.
 “No way,” Abby said, pulling her ice cream dish closer to her chest.
 “You don’t even like it.”
 “Do too. You already had yours.”
 “I want another one,” Charlie said and shot her arm out, making a pass at Abigail’s cherry stem. But Abby was quick. She jerked the dish away just in time, leaving her sister empty-handed, with a sour look on her face.
 “Give it to me,” Charlie said flatly, her voice low.
Abby hesitated, looking over her shoulder at their parents.
 “What’re you going to do?” Charlie asked quietly, her eyes narrowing into a squint. “Tell on me?”
 “Why shouldn’t I?” Abby asked.
 “Because,” Charlie murmured. “I’m your sister. So give me that cherry or I’ll tell on you.”
Abigail wrinkled her nose, not understanding the threat.
 “Fine,” Charlie smirked, abruptly sliding her arm across the counter, knocking her strawberry shake to the floor. The heavy glass shattered with a wet thump, spraying the black and white floor tiles with bright pink while Elvis growled You ain’t nothin’ but a hound dog.
Aimee jumped from her seat, nearly knocking her and Jack’s own sundae to the floor. “Oh my god.” The words reflexively tumbled from her throat. “Charlie, look what you did!”
Abigail sat frozen on her stool, staring at the broken glass on the floor, unsure of what just happened.
Charlie’s mouth hung open, feigning shock. Her bottom lip began to quiver. Her eyes went glassy with tears. A second later she let out a wail so pitifully wounded, anyone who hadn’t seen exactly what had happened would have been convinced of the six-year-old’s innocence.
 “Abby did it,” Charlie sobbed. “She wanted my cherry and I said no and I put it in my mouth and ate it, and she got mad and pushed my shake down.”
Abigail stared at her sister, too stunned to react.
 “Abby!” Aimee grabbed her by the arm and yanked her off the stool. “You’re going to clean this up, you understand?”
 “Ma’am, it’s okay.” The girl behind the counter forced a smile, having seen plenty of accidents like this before.
 “No, it’s not okay,” Aimee said, her eyes never leaving Abby’s face. “What’s wrong with you?” She shook Abby by her arm. “You’re grounded, young lady. And you better believe your sister’s shake is coming out of your allowance.”
It was Abby’s turn to burst into tears. She wrung her arm out of Aimee’s grasp and ran out of the shop, humiliated and betrayed. She ran to the car, sunk to the ground, and sobbed into her knees.
Aimee pulled Charlie off of her stool and pressed her youngest daughter’s tear-stained face into her neck.
 “Calm down,” Aimee told her. “It’s alright. Here.” She plucked Abigail’s abandoned sundae off the counter, holding it out for Charlie to see. Charlie wiped at her cheeks with the back of her hand and sniffed, staring mournfully at the cherry atop her sister’s ice cream.
 “Go ahead,” Aimee said. “Take it.”
Charlie fought through a sob-ridden breath, eventually plucked the cherry from its resting place, and popped it in her mouth with a meek little smile.
 …and you ain’t no friend of mine.
 “All better?” Aimee asked.
Charlie nodded once. Aimee glanced over to Jack before stepping out of the shop, Charlie in her arms.
 “I’m sorry about all this,” Jack said to the counter girl. “Seriously.”
 “It’s alright,” she said. “These things happen.”
 “You’re telling me,” he muttered, fumbling through his wallet for some money before pulling out a twenty. “For your trouble,” he told the girl.
 “Oh.” She shook her head with an embarrassed smile. “No, really, it’s okay.”
 “There’s shake all over the floor,” Jack reminded her. “It’s a tip.”
The girl hesitated.
 “Please.”
Finally relenting, she took it with a blush and nodded at him. “Thank you.”
When Jack stepped into the parking lot, Abigail was being reprimanded for a second time. She sobbed into her hands while Aimee scolded her, eventually pushing her into the back seat of the car.
 “Hey, take it easy on her, alright?”
 “Take it easy on her? Didn’t you see what she did?” Aimee snapped. “You find that kind of behavior acceptable?”
 “She didn’t do it,” Jack said under his breath.
 “What?”
 “I said she didn’t do it,” he repeated, annunciating his words.
 “So what are you saying? Charlie knocked down her own shake and then cried about it?”
Jack didn’t say another word. He just got in the car and snapped his seatbelt into place.
 
By the time they got home, Aimee had gone deathly silent. Jack knew her mind was racing, trying to put things together. He could tell by the way she was pulling on her bottom lip—a habit she’d had for as long as he’d known her. Any time Aimee was deep in thought, her fingers would start to tug and pull, as though her lip was attached to a string that helped her think.
He had seen Charlie swing her arm across that counter. He had watched that shake fly through the air in slow motion, hovering for half a second before gravity caught it by its heavy-footed bottom and pulled. He had seen the glint in his youngest daughter’s eyes, a glint he recognized—the same one that lingered against the color of his own eyes. It would have been easy to say nothing, to let it play out, to let Abby take the fall; but Jack couldn’t bring himself to it. Seeing Abigail’s face twisted with emotion, with the pained betrayal that her little sister had sold her upriver for something as trivial as a candied cherry turned Jack’s stomach. He had suffered through his own twisted childhood as an only child. He couldn’t imagine how hard it would have been for a sibling, someone who was, by default, the scapegoat.
The Oldsmobile crunched to a stop in the gravel driveway. Abby was the first one out of the car. She was embarrassed, ashamed, hurt. She didn’t want to deal with anyone or be lectured about something she didn’t do. When Aimee shoved the passenger door open to yell after her, Jack caught her by the forearm, seizing her attention.
 “Let her go,” he told her. “She needs some space.”
Aimee opened her mouth to protest, but something kept her silent. Instead of fighting Jack’s reasoning, she got out of the car and slammed the door shut. He watched her walk around the front of the car, leaving Charlie in her car seat, making a beeline for the house instead.
Jack glanced at Charlie in the rearview mirror. She sat silent as ever, staring at the mood ring around her finger.
 “Charlie,” he said after a while. “Do you want to tell me what happened at the ice cream shop?”
She looked up at her father, blinked once, and looked down again with a shake of her head.
 “I know what happened,” Jack told her.
 “Nothing happened,” Charlie whispered.
 “I saw what you did,” Jack said. “And you blamed what you did on your big sister.”
Charlie raised her shoulders up to her ears, refusing to speak.
 “Do you remember doing what you did?”
She nodded faintly. She didn’t want to admit guilt—but she had no other choice.
Jack looked out the side window. He could see Abigail’s feet sticking out from behind one of the oaks in the front yard.
 “I didn’t even want it,” Charlie said softly. “And then I started crying because I did it, but when Momma looked I said Abby did it and I don’t know why.”
Jack let his head fall back against the seat.
 “It wasn’t me,” Charlie whispered, so quietly Jack was sure she hadn’t meant for him to hear. He heard but didn’t reply, deafened by his own thoughts—that faint whisper sing-songing inside his head.
It was you, it was me, it was us, it was we.
 


Chapter Six
 
 
The rest of the day was silent. Abigail stayed in her room, hiding from the world. Charlie watched Spongebob and kept to herself in the living room. Aimee didn’t want anything to do with either of the girls, not sure whether to feel guilty or justified in her reaction to that morning’s fiasco. And Jack parked himself in his favorite chair, trying to work on lyrics to a song he’d been putting together for months.
He was doomed to fail: he kept zoning out every few minutes, music the furthest thing on his mind.
Reagan eventually arrived to help Jack flip the kitchen table upright. The tension made him uncomfortable and he was quick to excuse himself.
By the time dinner rolled around they sat around the table without a word, none of them enjoying their mac and cheese. The silence was eventually broken by the sound of something scurrying across the floor. All four of them stiffened visibly. Aimee was the first to speak.
 “What the hell was that? Was that a rat?”
The moment she suggested it, both girls squealed and pulled their feet onto their chairs.
Jack swept the kitchen with his eyes, searching for the intruder. A second later the sound of tiny nails running across the floor were heard again. Jack pushed his chair back and fell into action, searching the kitchen before someone decided to scream bloody murder. The girls got their phobia from Aimee. During the summer, when a field mouse had chewed through the screen door, it was a wonder they hadn’t destroyed the house the way they leapt from chair to couch to coffee table—they may as well have been a family of Russian acrobats.
 “I don’t see anything,” Jack finally announced.
 “Well there has to be something,” Aimee insisted. “We all heard it.”
 “But I don’t see anything. I can’t just wiggle my nose and have the damn thing come out from wherever it’s hiding.”
Jack returned to his seat, smoothed out his napkin, and grabbed his fork.
 “Let’s all just keep quiet and eat,” he said. “We’ll trick him.”
 “Or he’ll trick us,” Aimee muttered.
Less than a minute later the sound was back, but this time it was in the walls.
 “Great. Now it’s gone and crawled inside the wall,” Aimee said with a huff. “We’re going to have rats making little rat families inside the house.”
Jack narrowed his eyes at the noise. It didn’t sound like an animal. It sounded more like someone scraping their nails across a surface, like claws being drawn down a plank of wood. Aimee’s eyes grew wide the louder the sound became. Abigail sat petrified, her hands pressed over her ears. Charlie, on the other hand, didn’t seem to be bothered by it. She still had her feet up on her chair but continued to eat her dinner.
After a few minutes, Aimee shot up from her chair and grabbed her plate, not able to take it anymore.
 “Okay,” she said, “that’s it. Abby, get your books ready for tomorrow. Charlie, bath time in five minutes.”
Abby bound from her chair, anxious to get out of the kitchen. Conversely, Charlie took her time, stabbing another elbow macaroni with her fork.
 “We need to call an exterminator,” Aimee said. “I can’t live with rats in the walls, Jack. Just the idea of it makes my skin crawl. How are we supposed to sleep with that scratching? What if they crawl into… oh God. What if they crawl into the beds?”
Just then, as though the source of the noise had heard Aimee’s question, the room went silent. Charlie slid from her seat and padded down the hall, her fingers dragging along the wall. The scratching tailed her like a loyal companion.
 
That night, Charlie left her bed, stepped across the room, and stopped beside Abigail’s mattress. She stared at her sleeping sister for half an hour before going back to sleep.
 
Charlie had missed a few days of school due to her illness, and today would be her first day back to Robert Cavalier Elementary. To no one’s surprise, it was nearly impossible to get her out of bed. Abigail was in the bathroom brushing her teeth while Charlie rolled around on top of her mattress like an ornery sea lion, emitting pitiful whines and pleas for mercy. After ten minutes of moaning, Aimee lost her patience, yanked the covers off her daughter, and plucked Charlie out of bed.
 “Enough,” she said. “Get in that bathroom and brush your teeth right now.”
Charlie exhaled another grumble, her arms hanging loose and boneless at her sides.
 “I don’t feel good,” she protested.
Aimee hesitated, recalling what happened the last time she sent Charlie to school when she hadn’t felt well; but with a shake of the head she put it out of her mind and pointed to the bedroom door.
 “March.”
Charlie fell into step with another whine, dragging her feet to make sure her journey to the bathroom was a slow one.
Aimee set out the girls’ clothes for the day and took inventory of what needed washing and what they could go without for another few days. By the time Charlie returned from the bathroom, Abby was already dressed and pulling on her shoes.
 “You take as long as you are and you won’t have time for breakfast,” Aimee warned.
Charlie stuck out her bottom lip and grabbed her socks, defiantly pulling them on with a pout.
 “I don’t care,” she said. “I’m not hungry. I don’t want to go to school. I want to go back to sleep.”
 “Well that’s a shame,” Aimee told her. “It seems like you’re going to do a lot of what you don’t want to do today.”
 “I’m tired!” Charlie snapped.
Aimee blinked. She marched across the room from where she’d been tidying up Abigail’s desk and caught Charlie by the chin.
 “Did you just yell at me?” Aimee asked, her nose mere inches from Charlie’s. Abby watched the stand off in slack-jawed surprise.
 “I yelled at you because you don’t listen,” Charlie said matter-of-factly. “You think you know everything but sometimes you’re just stupid.”
Abby’s eyes went wide, as did her mother’s.
 “You did not just call me stupid.” Aimee straightened, staring down at her youngest. The girl—who was typically an angel—was quickly turning into the monster Aimee had always dreaded.
 “I couldn’t sleep!” Charlie yelled again. “There were rats in here and they kept touching me!”
 “There were no rats in here,” Aimee said, her voice steady, trying to keep her composure.
 “Then what was touching me?” Charlie asked. “If you know everything, what was touching me? Do you know?”
Aimee turned to a stark-still Abigail.
 “Abby, were there rats in here last night?”
Abby slowly shook her head no.
 “That’s what I thought. Go eat your breakfast.”
Abigail’s tense expression relaxed when she was excused. She snatched her backpack off the floor and dashed out of the room, avoiding the general perimeter of Charlie’s bed on her way out.
Aimee turned her attention back to the six-year-old. She leaned in close, peering into her daughter’s face.
 “Charlotte Marilyn Winter, if you ever yell at me or lie to me again, do you know what I’ll do?”
Charlie didn’t move. She rebelliously stared back at her mother, challenging Aimee to look away first.
 “Remember Annie?” Aimee asked. “Remember how she had to scrub the floors at the orphanage?”
Charlie narrowed her eyes at the threat.
 “Daddy would never let you,” Charlie said under her breath.
 “Wouldn’t he?”
 “No.” Her face went hard with anger. “Daddy loves me better than any one of you.”
 “Is that right?” Aimee crossed her arms over her chest. “Maybe we should ask Daddy if he loves you more than he loves your sister after you get home from school today. We’ll see if he tells you he loves you best.”
 “He won’t say it,” Charlie muttered.
 “Why not?”
Sliding off her bed, her hands were balled up into fists. She glared down her nose at her mother, her sleep-tousled hair a chaotic tangle around her face.
 “Because,” she finally said, her voice taking on an unfamiliar heaviness, “he can’t tell you. It’s our secret. We have a lot of secrets and you can’t know any of them.”
 
Once the girls were out the door and on the bus, Aimee collapsed onto the sofa. She stared at the blank TV screen, replaying Charlie’s words over and over inside her head. She needed to clear her mind, to get away from the chaos. Reagan had given Jack a ride to work that morning and their borrowed old boat of a car sat in the driveway for the taking.
It took twenty miles to get to Mabel’s Curious Curios, a small mom and pop place where she had found Jack’s piano and wingback chair. Mabel was in her eighties—a sophisticated woman who was as much a Southern Belle as Scarlet O’Hara. She ran the curio shop with her husband, Phil. In Aimee’s imagination, Phil flew B-52s during the war; he took handsome photographs in his leather bomber jacket while posing next to the propeller of his plane. Phil wasn’t much of an antiquer. She’d never seen him do anything but sit in his rocking chair, flip through the paper, and mutter to the old hound dog sleeping at his feet.
Phil and Mabel had come to be two of Aimee’s favorite people. They never judged, never pried, and always had an extra cup of tea ready for anyone who needed it.
Aimee had mentioned Charlie and Abigail to Mabel before. She’d also made a few passing complaints about Jack running off to New Orleans too often for her taste. But today she resolved that there would be no talk of family. Today she wanted to lose herself in Mabel’s stories about her ancient artifacts, nothing more. The tiny bell that hung above the door marked her entrance with a fairy’s chime.
 “Aimee Winter,” Mabel said, approaching her with open arms. “I thought you’d forgotten about us. Thank heavens…” She placed her hands on Aimee’s shoulders with a smile. “I was wrong.”
 “How could I forget?” Aimee asked. She glanced over Mabel’s shoulder and waved at Phil, who was slowly rocking back and forth, the dog still at his feet, unmoving, much like Jack’s taxidermy collection.
 “Oh, stranger things have happened,” Mabel said. “Life gets in the way. Tea?”
 “Please.”
 “Good.” Mable looked satisfied. “Then I trust you’ll stay awhile.”
 
With a cup of Earl Grey balanced on a delicate saucer, the two began their rounds of the shop. Mabel pointed out new items she’d acquired since Aimee’s last visit, but the more they explored, the more Aimee’s attention wavered. Her thoughts kept drifting back to that morning, to the anger in Charlie’s eyes. Item after item, she tried to throw herself into exploration, willed herself to forget the outside world, to absorb the dusty magic of Mable’s store. But no matter how interesting Mabel’s stories were, Aimee’s mind was twenty miles away.
The old woman was far from oblivious. She stopped her storytelling and sipped her tea instead, watching Aimee with as much thoughtfulness as she gave to the pieces she placed in her store.
 “You didn’t come to shop,” she finally surmised. “You came here for something else.”
Aimee offered Mable an apologetic smile, her eyes fixed on the floral design that circled the rim of her tea cup. The delicate porcelain could have easily been a hundred years old. Knowing Mable, she wouldn’t have had it any other way.
 “I really don’t want to bother you with my personal problems,” Aimee said, but the old gal shook her head and motioned for Aimee to join her at the front of the shop, where Phil continued to rock and that hound dog continued to snore.
Aimee reluctantly situated herself in a stiff-backed chair and forced a half-hearted smile.
 “Now,” Mabel said, “what’s bothering you, sugar? You tell your old Aunt Mabel and we’ll fix it up in a jiff.”
 “If it was only that easy…” Aimee exhaled a weak laugh.
 “Well, how do you know it isn’t? This is the first time you’ve come to me with a problem, which means you aren’t all that familiar at how good I am at solving them.”
 “It’s true,” Phil said from behind his paper. “Mabel can’t keep her nose out of anybody’s business. She’s had that nose in everybody’s business since nineteen thirty-three.”
 “Don’t listen to him.” Mabel waved a hand in disregard. “He’s gone and lost his mind since the last time you paid us a visit. All his marbles fell out; rolled under the tables and counters, and he’s too old to bend down and find them.”
Aimee smiled.
 “Well, go on then. What’s got you distracted?”
 “My girls,” Aimee admitted. “Or, one of them; the youngest. She’s been acting differently these last few days.”
 “Differently?” Mabel asked. “Did something happen?”
 “We got into an accident.”
 “What sort of an accident?”
 “A car accident. We were coming home from Charlotte’s birthday party. Jack was driving. I’m not really sure what happened because I dozed off, but the next thing I knew we were flying through the air. We landed on the roof of our car.”
Mabel pressed her hand to her chest with a look of surprise.
 “Heavens,” she said. “Everyone was alright?”
 “It seemed so. We all walked away without a scratch, which seems almost impossible for how bad the car was beaten up. The next day Charlie was sick, and now she’s acting out.”
Mabel nodded thoughtfully, sipping her tea as she mulled over the news.
 “Well, children have mysterious ways of dealing with crises,” she said. “She might have something pent up, something that was a result of the accident. Trauma.”
 “I’ve considered that.”
 “Well there you have it,” Mabel said cheerfully, lifting her cup as though toasting the revelation. “Simple as that.”
 “Simple,” Aimee echoed, but she didn’t believe it.
 “Sugar.” Mabel leaned in and lowered her voice, like two girlfriends sharing a secret. “You take that little girl to one of them psychologists, have her talk it out with someone other than her own momma; she’ll be right as rain.”
With each passing incident, Aimee was starting to suspect her youngest was possibly disturbed. A psychologist wasn’t a bad idea.
 “Either way, you never know until you try,” Mabel assured her. “And you’ll never try until old Mabel tells you so.”
 
Jack sat next to his momma in a waiting room fancier than any he’d seen in all his life. The walls were covered in striped wallpaper, soothing tones of muted grey and blue, perfect for lulling the deranged into a calm and peaceful state. A glass coffee table sat in the center of the room, covered with the latest magazines: Time, Newsweek, even National Geographic, which Jack had begged his parents to buy him but still hadn’t received. Potted plants flanked the walls; wispy palms with delicate fronds that swayed whenever someone walked by, others bearing waxy leaves that seemed too flawless to be real. Pictures hung in perfect order, projecting images of glasslike lakes and peaceful forests.
It was a wonder the woman at the front desk hadn’t called the police after Gilda’s outburst. They may have had mercy for the good of a little boy; or it may have been that the waiting room was completely empty. It was just Jack and Gilda, and an instrumental version of Neil Diamond’s ‘Sweet Caroline’ that was pumped into the room like auditory Xanax.
Jack was drawn to the National Geographic. He grabbed a handful of issues and flipped through them with speed that would suggest he wasn’t really interested, but it couldn’t have been further from the truth. Had there been people waiting to be seen before them, Jack would have been more confident in taking his time. But they were the only ones there. His timeframe was unclear; he was like a greedy time-pressed tourist in a new and brilliant city, desperate to see everything in far too little time, visiting sites with reckless abandon, never giving himself enough time to truly take any of it in.
A door at the far end of the room opened and an older gentleman filled the frame with his doughy girth. He was impossibly fat, and had he ever been thin, the shadow of that man had been wiped from every curve and every feature he possessed. His face was round, and his eyes had been pressed into its fleshy softness. His mouth was droll and puckered, as if the fullness of his cheeks had squished his lips together from the outside in. He looked like John Candy if John Candy had been twice as heavy and starting to go bald.
 “Hi there, folks,” he said. “Come on in.”
The man’s name was Copeland, and he had gotten his degree in the far away land of California. Jack found himself staring at the framed PhD hanging above Copeland’s desk, the outline of California’s shape embossed in a gold seal that somehow made the diploma official. He assumed getting that seal on a diploma was like getting a gold star on homework—it must have been a good thing, which probably meant Copeland was a good doctor.
 “Thank you for seeing us, doctor. I…” Gilda hesitated, her hands wringing the top of her purse. “I really made a scene downstairs. I’m real sorry about all that. You’re real gracious.”
Doctor Copeland lifted a puffy hand. No apology was necessary.
 “Sometimes we do things we wouldn’t normally do during times of stress,” he said. Even at Jack’s ten years of age, he knew that was true—and if Copeland knew it too, he probably deserved that gold seal after all.
 “Now…” Copeland leaned forward in his chair, which groaned beneath his weight every time he moved. He looked down to a blank file. “You’ll have to work with me here, Mrs. …”
 “Winter,” Gilda said. “Gilda Winter, and this is my son Jack.”
Copeland glanced at Jack and puckered his lips into a smile.
 “Alright, then,” he said, scribbling down their names. “What can I do for you?”
 “Well…” Gilda hesitated. She hadn’t realized that storming into that office meant admitting she suspected something was wrong with her son—severely wrong—in front of her son. She knew Jack was struggling with something, but hadn’t considered how hard it would be to say it out loud. It meant admitting defeat. She had failed as a parent. In her mind, it was the only reason for sitting in a strange office, preparing to reveal her shortcomings to a man she’d never met.
 “Jack?” Doctor Copeland turned his attention from Gilda, seeing her struggle with a way to word her answer. “Do you know why you’re here?”
Jack straightened in his chair, suddenly in the spotlight. He sucked his bottom lip into his mouth and bit down on it before lifting his shoulders up to his ears in a shrug.
Copeland furrowed his eyebrows at the odd duo. He scribbled something on a notepad, then tapped his pen against his desk before making an admission.
 “Well, folks, I can’t exactly help if I don’t know what’s going on. Mrs. Winter, maybe it would be best if you came to see me on your own.”
Gilda continued to wring her purse, unable to look the doctor in the eye. The fire that burned inside her chest had gotten her into that office, but now it was gone. She couldn’t bear the idea of telling the doctor that there was something wrong with her boy, Jack listening to his mother tell a stranger that he wasn’t right, that he was broken. Jack watched his mother’s face tense in something that, to him, looked like a bad stomach ache.
 “Do you think that would be alright?” Doctor Copeland asked. “I’m pretty booked tomorrow, but I can squeeze you in. This is an urgent matter, is that right?”
Gilda managed a faint nod.
There was more scribbling, then the jarring sound of paper being torn from the adhesive spine of a prescription pad. The chair beneath Copeland creaked when he reached over his desk, handing her an appointment time.
 “Tomorrow at ten,” he said.
Gilda stuffed the square of paper into her purse. She stood, dared to look at Copeland for the first time since she entered his office, and exhaled a few breathy words.
 “Thank you, doctor. Thanks very much.”
Gilda Winter wasn’t one for appreciation. It had been one of the few times Jack had ever heard her say thank you and actually mean it. That was enough to reassure him: this failed visit was more serious than he had initially thought.
 


Chapter Seven
 
 
When Jack came home from work, he found Aimee on the couch with a glass of red held between her palms. She could have easily been unwinding from a rough day, but her posture deceived her. She’d spent all day mulling over the happenings of that morning. It had followed her to Mable’s like a ghost, haunting her every thought. Now Aimee had had enough; it was time to stop pretending and talk it out.
 “I think there’s something wrong with Charlotte.” The words scared her. The moment they hit the air she felt liberated and terrified all at once.
Jack hadn’t set more than a few steps inside the house when he stopped dead. Dirty from welding, his clothes smelled faintly of iron—a man who had crawled out of the pits of Hell, the scent of brimstone following him home.
 “Well?” She peered at her glass as she waited for him to say something.
 “Well what?” Jack asked, not sure what she expected. He knew it would come to this; he just hadn’t expected it to happen so fast. Standing in his own living room, he was no longer Jack Winter. He was his own father, watching his mother begin to crack.
 “You don’t see it?” Aimee asked. “I don’t believe that. I know you see it.”
Jack’s attention shifted. The house was too quiet.
 “They’re at my mother’s,” she said. “You should have seen her this morning. It’s like she’d lost her mind. She refused to get out of bed, so I finally yanked her out and she started screaming about being tired and being touched and how stupid I am.”
Jack took a seat on the edge of his armchair.
 “Being touched?”
 “Didn’t you hear what I said?”
He didn’t reply. He kept his eyes fixed to the floor instead.
 “She called me stupid, Jack. That’s not my daughter.”
Jack pressed his lips together in a tight line, not sure what to say. In the back of his mind he wanted to ask what the big deal was, wanted to suggest all the ways it could have been worse. She could have grabbed a knife and cut out Aimee’s heart; could have sat in the center of her room, playing in her mother’s blood.
 “And it wasn’t just that,” Aimee continued.
Jack blinked out of his daze.
 “It was the way she said it.” Aimee tugged at her lip, trying to find the right words for the look that had slid across Charlie’s face. “There was this weird darkness to it, like she was making some unspoken promise.”
Because she was, Jack thought. She’s getting hungry.
 “What about the being touched thing?” Jack asked.
Aimee shook her head and raised a hand as if to dismiss it altogether. “She said it was rats.”
Jack was familiar with the feeling of something crawling across the skin—like a spider or a beetle. He’d lost countless nights of sleep to it as a kid. Every time he dozed off, something would scramble across his arm or slither down his back. His eyes would dart open and he’d slingshot his head around, hoping to catch the shadow that was tormenting him. But try as he might, he never saw a damn thing: nothing but his room bathed in moonlight. He told himself he was crazy, that he was imagining things—but as soon as he’d start to fall asleep he’d feel it again. Whatever was doing it would wait until he was on the brink of sleep, then skitter gently across his skin and force him back to alertness once more.
 “I’ll have to check the walls,” Jack murmured to himself. “Maybe there’s a hole in the girls’ room.”
 “Jack.” Aimee shot him a look. “There are no rats.”
 “How do you know? You were ready to jump on top of the dinner table last night.”
 “You know what I mean,” she said, then sighed. “Please, please let’s not fight right now. I can’t take it.”
Jack chewed the inside of his cheek. He clasped his hands together as if in prayer.
 “I want to take her to see a doctor,” Aimee confessed.
 “A shrink.” It wasn’t a question.
 “A psychologist. I think the accident might have done something to her—sent her into some sort of trauma—and now she’s acting out.”
Jack said nothing.
 “First she got sick. Maybe the stress compromised her immune system. Then it was the thing at the ice cream place, which I thought was all Abigail…”
And she would have still thought it was Abigail had Jack not told her differently. He was starting to regret ever having said a thing about it. His repentance burned hot; one slip-up was forgivable, but a second wouldn’t be tolerated. That jagged-toothed shadow assured him of that.
 “Now there’s this outburst. I feel like she’s veering out of control. What are we going to do if it keeps getting worse?”
We’re going to kill ourselves, he thought.
 “Worse how?” Jack asked. “You think she’s going to take a gun to kindergarten?”
The gunshot echoed in his ears. Charlie stood over the body of a classmate, her smile a bright red, misted in blood.
 “Are you telling me that you’d let it come to that? You’d rather avoid the problem than address it early? Is that what you’re saying?”
Pressing his fingers hard against his temples, his face hung toward the floor. He squeezed his eyes shut, trying to make the entire conversation disappear. All he needed to do was convince her everything was fine. There was nothing wrong here. This was all completely normal.
 “Jack,” Aimee snapped.
He looked up, met her eyes. “What?” he said with matching force. “You want to take her to a shrink? Fine, we’ll take her to a shrink. If you think it’ll fix the problem, great. Problem fixed. Halle-fuckin-lujah.”
Aimee blinked at his hostility.
 “Do you have any other ideas?” she finally asked, determined to keep her composure.
Again, Jack was silent.
 “What, you suddenly don’t believe in psychology?”
 “I don’t think there’s anything wrong with her head,” Jack murmured.
 “Then what is wrong with her?” Aimee asked. “She’s possessed by the Devil?”
It would have been so easy to tell her everything; the discovery of that hidden cemetery at the end of the lot; the set of eyes that stared at him from beyond the trees; the cat strung up for his mother to find; his own visits to Copeland’s office. He could have told her everything, and instead of being horrified at him she would have been horrified at history repeating itself, at their youngest daughter being the victim of a genetic deformity—a curse. But Aimee didn’t believe in things like that. She was the girl who rolled her eyes whenever a new movie about demonic possession was released, insisting it was all a bunch of crap because religion was just a figment of everyone’s imagination—something someone made to get people to conform.
To a point, Jack agreed. But he also knew that if demons could exist, it meant there was real evil in the world, and if you believed in the Devil, somewhere in the deepest fibers of your being you had to believe in God. He knew the Devil was real; he’d seen it with his own two eyes. But he’d never seen God. He’d never felt God. He’d never been helped by God. For all he knew, wickedness was strong enough to exist in a world without good.
 “Jack.” Aimee was tired. She rubbed at her eyes, drained, but still insistent. “If it isn’t her head, what is it?”
 “I don’t know.” He heard the words, felt them vibrate in his throat, but the voice didn’t belong to him. That was when he knew he would never tell Aimee about his past, and he would never tell her that she was right about Charlie. He would never tell her because he’d never be allowed.
 
Jack had been amazed when Abby was born. It was inconceivable to think that some part of him had created something so perfect—a tiny, flawless human being, born into the world with wide eyes and staggering innocence. But it hadn’t taken him long to veer off the course of fascination straight toward a sense of foreboding.
For the first year of Abigail’s life, Jack watched her every gurgle and burp with the intensity of an artist studying his muse, and this study of his baby daughter wasn’t an open affair. Jack came to this disturbing realization of secrecy when, bent over Abby’s crib, searching for signs of malevolence in those big eyes, Aimee stepped into the nursery only to send him reeling back. After almost being caught searching Abby’s face for wickedness, he made his study a private pastime.
By the time Abby turned two, his secret observations started to bore him. Abigail was a happy, silly, giggly little girl who—if there was anything wrong with her whatsoever—was overly good-natured. It was ironic, then, that after spending so much time worrying about Abigail, he hadn’t spent a single minute thinking about whether his second daughter would be ‘normal’ as well.
But that was how the Devil worked, making his appearance when you least expected it.
Sitting outside the Riley house in Arnold’s Oldsmobile, Jack chewed on the pad of his thumb while the engine ran. His stomach was tied in knots and his heart felt like it was somersaulting inside his chest. He’d even stopped to check his own pulse, suddenly worried about dropping dead. The idea of reliving the disintegration of his parents’ marriage through Aimee, reliving his disturbed childhood through the girls, was enough to push the most ridiculous ideas into his head. He considered packing a bag and driving until he hit water, considered forgetting who he was and settling down in the town that ran his gas tank dry; start a new life and forget the old. But he’d already done that once before, and all it afforded him was a history of secrets nobody but a gullible priest would believe.
Aimee, much like his mother, would eventually lose her mind. Abigail would be scapegoated and scarred by the things she’d see and hear. And then there was Charlie—the six-year-old who loved to sing Cheap Trick’s Cherry Pie into a hairbrush, the little girl who loved classic rock and wanted to dress up as Ace Frehley for Halloween. Somehow he had managed to get away from the evil that had tried to consume him as a kid, only to have it take his own child away.
He shuddered.
Eventually finding his way up Pat and Arnold’s front steps, he was greeted by Charlie vaulting herself into his arms as soon as he rang the bell. Jack hid his face in Charlie’s hair and squeezed her tight while Pat looked on with silent alarm.
 “Daddy,” Charlie squeaked out after a moment. “You’re squishing my guts.” Wriggling out of his grasp, she ran to the Olds, where Abby was already waiting in the back seat.
Patricia stared at Jack for a long while. She had always sensed something ‘off’ with him, and now she felt it more than ever. The hand that held her screen door pulled back. The screen whined on old springs and slapped closed, shuddering against the door jamb.
 “Arnold wants his car back,” Pat told him.
Jack searched for an appropriate response, but he wasn’t given much time. Before he could form a reply, Pat cut in.
 “Get off my porch, Jack,” she said. “I’d quite appreciate it if you’d keep away.”
 
Aimee noticed Jack’s baffled expression as soon as he returned home with the girls.
 “What?” she asked.
 “Your mother just told me to get off her porch,” he said. “She doesn’t want to see me there again.”
 “What?” she repeated. “Jack, what did you do?”
 “That’s the part you’re going to love,” he said with a smirk. “I rang the doorbell.”
Aimee stared at him.
 “She’s your mother,” he said.
Admittedly, he was glad Patricia disliked him as much as she did. He hoped her contempt would distract Aimee from the real issue at hand… and distraction was a precious commodity Jack couldn’t afford to waste.
 
Unfortunately, Charlie wasn’t going to make it easy. Sitting around the kitchen table, Jack, Aimee, and Abigail quietly ate their dinner while Charlotte sat in her chair with her arms crossed over her chest. She looked like a tiny Buddha with her legs crossed, silent in her unexplained fury. Both Jack and Aimee shot each other a glance when Charlie took her position of defiance, but neither asked her what was wrong, deciding instead to eat as much as they could before the inevitable meltdown took place.
Charlie had always been a picky eater. Ever since she was old enough to sit in a high chair, she’d take as much pleasure in hurling food across the kitchen as she did in eating it. The initial search for foods she liked pushed Aimee to the brink of tears nearly every night. Thankfully, her pickiness subsided around age four. That’s when she fell into her everything-like-daddy phase and, during one memorable evening, choked down wads of steamed spinach because Jack was happily enjoying his own serving. This newfound mimicry resulted in Jack becoming a guinea pig. Aimee subjected him to weird foods so that their youngest daughter would grow up big and strong. The experiment had resulted in Charlie liking most of the foods that ended up on her plate, and by the middle of her fifth year she was eating along with everyone else without much complaint.
At least until now.
Charlie finally broke her silence, which she’d impressively kept for nearly ten whole minutes. “I don’t want it.”
After what had happened that morning, Aimee was in no mood to argue. She gave in.
 “Okay,” Aimee said. “What do you want?”
 “Not this,” Charlie complained, making a face at her plate of pot roast. “This is gross. It looks like poo.”
Jack kept his head down, his eyes flitting between Aimee and Charlotte as the battle commenced.
 “That’s enough,” Aimee said, but her tone gave her away. She wasn’t primed to fight; she was tired. Pushing her chair away from the table, Aimee wandered to the fridge and pulled open the freezer door. “Onion rings?” she asked. Onion rings were one of Charlie’s favorites. She’d stack them on her plate like the leaning tower of Pisa.
 “No,” Charlie said flatly. “I hate those.”
Aimee rolled her eyes. She’d gone through this I-hate-the-food-I’ve-always-loved thing with Abigail. The last thing she needed was for it to hit Charlie amidst all the other drama.
 “What about little pizza pockets?”
Charlie sat mute in her chair.
 “Or chicken nuggets. I’ll make you some of those.”
 “I don’t like chicken nuggets,” she said under her breath, but Aimee was done listening. She tossed the bag of nuggets onto the counter, then pulled one of Charlie’s plastic Sponge Bob plates out of the overhead cabinet. Charlie’s expression went dark.
 “I said I don’t like those,” she said with more force, her eyes fixed on her father.
 “Whatever, kid,” Aimee muttered as she tossed frozen chicken pieces onto the plate, crumbs of breading littering the counter.
Charlie narrowed her eyes at Jack. A strange smile played at the corners of her mouth. That’s when she opened her mouth, held it open as wide as she could—waiting for Jack to stop her—before letting out an ear-piercing scream.
Aimee veered around, her hand pressed to her heart. Abigail jumped in her seat and slapped her hands over her ears. Jack just stared at her, transfixed.
 “Jack!” Aimee yelled.
The sound of his name was like a mental kick. He suddenly remembered where he was, who he was. As though he hadn’t seen her at all until now, Jack stared at his daughter before pushing away from the table, grabbing her by the biceps, and giving her a quick shake.
Charlie’s mouth snapped shut.
Abigail stared at them both from across the table. Her hands slowly slid away from her ears. She was just about to say something when her mother appeared on her right, retaking her seat and shoving a fitful bite of pot roast into her mouth.
The chicken nuggets were left on the counter, their freezer-burned bodies glistening in the dull kitchen light.
 
Abigail slid onto the couch next to her dad while Aimee gave Charlotte her nightly bath. Abby had always been a quiet girl. When she was a baby, Aimee was convinced she had a hearing problem, sure that Abby didn’t cry enough, but numerous tests proved otherwise. She was simply a calm and thoughtful child, and she had yet to lose those traits. Sitting next to her father, Abby folded her hands in her lap and focused on the television—a Seinfeld rerun.
 “Dad?” She pulled her socked feet onto the couch, catching her heels on the edge of the cushion, her toes hanging over the edge. “Can I ask you something?”
Jack shifted his weight, sitting sideways to get a good look at the little girl sitting beside him. Abby looked worried. Her youthful features had taken on a maturity Jack hadn’t seen before.
 “Shoot.” Jack offered her a reassuring smile, but rather than smiling back, she wrapped her arms around her legs and looked down at her knees. Jack furrowed his eyebrows. “Everything okay?”
Abby sat motionless for a moment, then slowly shook her head.
 “What’s wrong?” Jack asked. Abby pressed her mouth to her knees, her arms wrapped around her legs. When the television jumped to a brightly lit commercial, Jack caught the glimmer of tears in Abby’s eyes.
 “Hey...” He closed the distance between them, placing an arm around her shoulders. As soon as he touched her, her bottom lip began to quiver. “Abby, what’s going on?” he asked quietly. Again, Abby shook her head.
 “Charlie,” she whispered, and that was all she said.
Jack sighed, holding her close against his side. He knew it would eventually come to this—Abigail buckling under her younger sister’s dramatics. After the ice cream incident, it was just a matter of time.
 “Charlie’s just confused right now,” Jack murmured.
 “Confused about what?” She wiped at her eyes.
It was a good question—one that didn’t have an answer, because Charlie wasn’t confused at all. It had nothing to do with what Charlotte did and didn’t understand.“Oh, you know; just growing up in general,” he said.
 “Was I confused?” Abby asked after a moment.
Jack inhaled a deep breath. It was one thing to mislead Aimee, but lying to a ten-year-old… Aimee had a lifetime of beliefs behind her; she had enough time to form opinions and decide what she did and didn’t believe in. Despite growing up with a strict religious background, she held her religious independence in front of her like a shield. The girls never had that opportunity. Abigail had set foot in a church a handful of times in her life, and Charlie had sat in a pew all of once. It seemed that those who spent lifetimes sitting in front of pulpits would be the first to believe in things like demons, but in Jack’s experience it was the opposite. The devout refused to acknowledge the possibility that their God would allow such wickedness to exist, let alone to get so close to those they loved. The non-believers were the ones who were more easily swayed. Because if you don’t hold your faith in God, what is there to keep the Devil at bay?
 “No,” Jack finally said. “You weren’t confused. But Charlie is.”
Abby chewed on her bottom lip. She stiffened at the sound of bathwater draining out of the tub. Charlie and Aimee would be out of the bathroom soon. Turning to her father, she looked him in the eyes with a desperate expression.
 “You saw it, didn’t you?” she asked. “I saw you during dinner, right before she screamed.”
Jack frowned, ready to deny whatever Abby was getting at, but the idea of someone else knowing, someone else suspecting what Jack knew for certain, was as alluring as a penny sparkling in the dirt.
 “Saw what?” he asked almost inaudibly, not wanting Aimee to overhear.
 “The darkness,” Abby whispered. “The way she smiles.”
He hesitated, afraid to admit it, afraid that as soon as he said yes their lives would collapse.
 “Dad?” Abby’s eyes shimmered. “I’m not crazy, right?”
Jack finally shook his head and pressed his lips to Abby’s forehead. “No,” he whispered. “You’re not crazy.”
 “Can you maybe ask Mom if I can move into the basement?”
 “The basement.” Jack leaned away to get a look at her. “You don’t want to have your room down there, kiddo.” The basement was damp and smelled like a freshly dug grave. Both girls had been afraid of it for as long as he could remember. But Abby was nodding her head vigorously.
 “I do,” she insisted. “Please? I won’t be scared, I swear.” Her expression gave her away. She was terrified. Anything was better than sleeping in a room with someone who held darkness in their eyes.
Jack winced at the idea. Aimee would never go for it. But the anxiety in Abigail’s eyes was enough to break his heart. She was on the verge of panicked tears. Her fingers clutched the hem of his shirt, hanging on for dear life, hanging on to her teetering sanity.
 “I’ll talk to your mom,” he finally told her. “You need to give me a little time, though.”
Abby nodded again and threw her arms around him.
 “I knew you’d understand,” she whispered, then slid off the couch and disappeared down the hall.
Jack couldn’t help but to wonder, why had Abby been so sure that he would understand? Why not her mother instead? Had she seen the darkness in his eyes as well?
 


Chapter Eight
 
 
The bar was a seedy joint—the kind of place with a front door that looked like it’d been kicked in one too many times. In a town as small as Live Oak, a place like this was the electric heartbeat of insomnia, the midnight pulse of those too tired to deal with their problems without Jack Daniels there to listen. Jack felt his skin crawl as he sat in the gravel parking lot, considering whether he really wanted to go inside. Going inside meant he’d need an excuse for calling Reagan out, and having a reason either meant telling the truth or lying to his best friend. Sitting in the dark interior of the Oldsmobile, the cabin lit by garish red neon from a flickering Schlitz sign, he wondered if caring about lying to Reagan while having lied to Aimee for so long made him a bad husband. Aimee would have said so, and whose opinion mattered more than hers?
Sucking in a steadying breath, he shoved the driver door open and crunched his way past a rusty red pickup. Reagan was already inside, occupying a booth and nursing a Blue Moon, peering at a crappy old TV mounted in the top corner of the room. He lifted his bottle in a salute to the bar’s choice of programming as soon as he saw Jack step inside.
 “Cheers,” Reagan said, then cracked a stupid grin. “No really, look.”
Ted Danson sat at the bar on TV, chatting up Shelley Long.
 “Ironic, isn’t it? Playing Cheers in here? It just doesn’t seem right. I don’t know why,” he said. “I just have this feeling like blasphemy is being… what would you say, performed? Is that right?”
A tired looking waitress appeared at their table before Jack had a chance to settle in. She was gaunt. The weird lighting from the neon signs cast gruesome shadows across her face. If there was news of a zombie outbreak, this was one woman he’d steer clear of.
 “What’ll it be?” she asked. Her eye sockets looked like gaping holes, just like Charlie’s Dias De Los Muertos figurines—skin and bones, surviving off of nothing but bumps of meth. Not that it would have been all that surprising. In places like these, addiction was as comforting as the bayou itself.
 “Whatever he’s having,” Jack said, motioning to Reagan’s beer.
She didn’t say anything, just turned and walked back to the bar, not giving half a shit about her patrons or their lousy two dollar tips.
 “So,” Reagan started, “what’s going on? Monday night? Must be serious.”
He was right. They hadn’t hit a bar on a weeknight since before Abigail was born. Ever since then, Jack had tried to be a responsible father and husband—and for the most part he had succeeded.
Jack shook his head.
 “What?” Reagan asked. “Dude.” He stopped peeling the label off of his beer bottle and shifted his weight. Pressing his elbows against the table, he leaned forward to get a good look at his comrade. “Please tell me you aren’t here to break up with me. My world will crumble.”
Any other night, Jack would have cracked a grin. Tonight he couldn’t lift the weight off of his shoulders for long enough to manage.
 “I hope it doesn’t come to that,” Jack admitted after a moment.
Reagan suddenly looked uncomfortable. “What’re you talking about?” he asked. “What does that even mean?”
Jack sighed. He nodded at the waitress when she set his beer in front of him. His fingers wrapped around the bottom of the bottle if only to give his hands something to do.
 “Things aren’t going all that well at home,” Jack said. “I don’t really know when going up to the Quarter would be appropriate.”
Reagan’s face twisted; a cross between horror and confusion.
 “There’s something wrong with Charlie,” Jack heard himself say. It hadn’t taken long to get to the point.
 “What do you mean ‘wrong’?” Reagan asked. “You mean how she’s been sick?”
 “Sort of.”
It was Jack’s turn to pull at the corner of his label. His fingers fiddled at the corner, carefully peeling it away and trying at the some time to keep it intact.
 “Jack, come on, man. If you’re going to ruin my fucking night at least be kind enough to be specific.”
Jack actually laughed. It was a short burst, a knee-jerk reaction. Reagan stared at him from across the table. He was freaked out.
 “Okay?” he said, unsure of himself. “That was funny?”
Jack leaned back against the vinyl seat and shrugged. “Let me ask you something,” he said. “What’s your opinion on God?”
 “God.” Reagan continued to stare. “My opinion? Like whether or not I think God is a good guy? Well I don’t know, Jack, we don’t exactly run with the same crowd. But if I had to take a guess, I’d say he’s probably a righteous dude.”
 “About that,” Jack said. “Running with the same crowd.” He paused, squinting at the bottle in front of him. “If you don’t run with God’s crowd, whose crowd do you run with?”
 “Well, there’s L. Ron Hubbard,” Reagan quipped. “But seriously, imagine going to a party where there’s one guy who can’t stop talking about aliens and volcanoes.”
 “I’m serious.”
 “That’s what’s freaking me out. Serious about what? What are you asking me?”
 “If you don’t believe in God, what do you believe in?”
Stunned that he was having this sort of a conversation at a bar on a Monday night, Reagan gave Jack a what-the-fuck look. “I guess I don’t know.”
 “Do you believe there’s good in the world?”
 “Well sure, there’s good all over the place.”
 “So then, do you also believe in an opposite?”
 “Like what, evil?”
Jack nodded.
 “I guess.” Reagan shrugged. “If there wasn’t evil, we would be seriously lacking in the serial killer department. And child molesters. And those angel of death nurses that run around hospitals unplugging people’s IVs.”
Jack chewed on his bottom lip, his gaze focused on the torn beer label curled atop the table. “So are those people born evil? The serial killers and the child molesters and the crazy nurses; are they just fucked in the head from square go or do they start out like everyone else and become that way over time?”
 “It could be the Kool-Aid. Who knows? Where is this coming from anyway? I mean, don’t get me wrong, I don’t mind existentialism, but you’re asking me about whether or not people are born bad… in a bar. And you haven’t even bought me a drink. This on the tail of telling me things aren’t going well at home, that you might have to take a break from the band…”
 “I’m trying to be open here.”
 “Well your openness is giving me a heart attack, man.”
 “Do you believe there can be a Devil if there is no God?” Jack pressed.
Reagan slowly leaned back in his seat, his expression wavering from confusion to full-blown concern. He pressed his lips together in a tight line as he stared across the table at his friend—a friend who looked dead serious about the question he’d just asked.
 “I’m not really what one would consider ‘worldly’,” Reagan finally said, “so my opinion on this might be completely full of shit, but…”
Jack looked up from the label on the table. He met Reagan’s eyes and waited, hoping the answer would be no, knowing it would be yes.
 “I’ve never seen any miracles,” Reagan said, “but I sure as hell have seen my share of darkness. Does God exist? I don’t know. But I kind of hope he does. Because if he doesn’t? We’re probably fucked.”
 
Jack came home well after the girls had been put to bed. Aimee was in the master bedroom with the comforter pulled up to her waist, the washed out emblem on her mock football shirt peeking out from behind the spine of an old paperback. She’d given up on Les Misérables and picked up The Stand—another book she’d been trudging through for what seemed like the entirety of their marriage.
 “You’re still reading that?” Jack asked.
Aimee flipped the book over, a finger hooked between the pages to keep her place, and studied the cover. It had been so long that the corners had rounded and softened.
 “It probably makes me some sort of tasteless idiot,” she said, “but I can’t get into it.”
 “But you keep trying.”
 “It’s King,” she said. “Anybody who’s anybody has read this.”
Jack stood in the doorway of the master bathroom, peeling off his t-shirt and kicking his jeans off his legs.
 “I haven’t read it,” he told her. She rolled her eyes at him like that was supposed to mean anything.
 “You also haven’t read the Bible,” she said. “Which, if my mother knew—I mean, I don’t know… maybe she found out somehow and that’s why she kicked you off the porch.”
 “Yeah, or maybe she’s tired of pretending she doesn’t hate me.”
Aimee glared at the ceiling with a sigh. “She doesn’t hate you. We’ve been over this.”
 “Well maybe you should go over it with her one of these days. Maybe filling her in on the details would cue her in to not act like a vengeful old…” He paused. Aimee watched him steadily, waiting for him to finish his thought. “…mother-in-law.”
 “Maybe you should ask her why she kicked you off of the porch.” Aimee fished her bookmark from the back few pages of that paperback and marked her place. “Because when I called her tonight to ask what her problem was, she denied the whole thing. Why would she do that?”
 “Because she’s getting Alzheimer’s?”
Tossing her book onto the nightstand, Aimee settled into the mattress and watched Jack get ready for bed without another word. Patricia had all but insisted he was lying when Aimee had brought up the incident. She had laughed with a huff and said it was the most ridiculous thing she’d heard, but something about her tone—about the way she replied to questions a little too quickly, trying her best to stay on her game, assured Aimee that not only did the porch exchange happen, but that her mother was intent upon keeping it a secret.
Jack flipped the bathroom light off and slid into bed. Just a week or two ago, with the both of them still awake, they would have pulled the sheets over their heads and gone at it like a pair of horny teens. Now Jack stared up at the ceiling and Aimee peered straight ahead of her, both of them stewing in uncomfortable silence.
 “Abby’s ready for her own room,” he finally announced. “She offered to move down to the basement—”
 “What?”
 “I told her no. At least to the basement thing.”
Aimee stared into the darkness.
 “It’s damp down there,” he said. “And it smells weird.”
 “That’s because it’s a basement. And what do you mean you told her no ‘to the basement thing’? Does that mean you told her yes to getting her own room?”
 “She’s ten years old.”
 “So?”
 “So imagine not having your own room at ten years old. Imagine having to share it with a younger sister who’s obsessed with Spongebob.”
 “So we should let her move into the basement and cover the walls with posters of glittery vampires.”
 “Abby doesn’t even like vampires…”
 “Like we have the room, Jack. Like this house is big enough for four people as it is.”
 “You were expecting the girls to share a room until they were ready to move out of the house? They’ll move out at puberty.”
 “Great,” Aimee said. “The way things are going that’s probably a fantastic option.”
 “Cool,” Jack replied, “it’s settled then.” He rolled onto his side to end the conversation.
It took her less than thirty seconds to pipe up again.
 “I can’t believe you’d get her hopes up like that. Now I’m going to have to be the bad guy and tell her she can’t actually have her own room because Daddy doesn’t think before he makes stupid promises.”
 “I didn’t make her a stupid promise,” he countered, his back still turned. “I told her I’d work something out to what I personally think is a reasonable request.”
 “Well, it’s completely stupid.” She turned her back as well, shoving the corner of her pillow underneath her head. “As soon as those two split up they’ll live in the same house but never speak to each other again, just like every other dysfunctional family.”
 “Have you considered them hating each other if we don’t split them up?” Jack asked the wall.
Aimee was silent.
 “I’ll fix up the basement,” he said after a moment. “It’ll be good to get it in order anyway.”
Aimee threw her side of the covers off and sat up as if struck by lightning—but instead of lightning it was rage.
 “No you won’t,” she snapped. “I don’t care what you told Abby and I don’t care how disappointed she’s going to be; she’s not moving out of that room. Ever since the accident you’ve been taking everyone’s side but mine, and I’m sick of it, Jack. I’m sick of being told what’s going to happen, so now I’m telling you: Abigail isn’t moving out of her room, we’re not spending money to fix up a basement we never use, and Charlie isn’t going to be excused for her behavior because you swear there’s nothing wrong with her. Because I think something is.”
 “Like what?” He watched her as she towered over him like the fifty-foot woman, waited for horror to creep across her face, waited for the idea of fire and brimstone to breech her anger and sway her toward terror. But none of that happened. Aimee squared her shoulders and answered plainly:
 “I think she doesn’t spend enough time with her father. She needs your attention.”
Jack opened his mouth to protest.
 “You’re too busy running around all of Louisiana with your buddies, playing bars and getting drunk and wandering up and down Bourbon Street doing God only knows what.”
His mouth snapped closed. His chest tightened. He was just about to argue when a sickening realization set in. Aimee was wrong about it being Jack’s lack of quality time with Charlotte, but she was right about it all being his fault.
 
Doctor Copeland’s oversized desk made Jack feel small. Even the chairs across from the desk, while comfortable, seemed huge. It seemed odd to Jack that a doctor who was supposed to make people feel better would choose to dwarf them first.
 “So,” Copeland said, folding his hands on top of the varnished desktop. “Tell me what’s bothering you.”
Gilda had met with Copeland alone a few days before, and Jack could only imagine the horrors she had told him. For all he knew, she had recapped The Exorcist, after having replaced the movie characters with their own family, exchanging that fancy brick house with their dilapidated trailer. Jack lowered his chin and looked down his nose at the doctor as if sizing him up, looking for signs of what Copeland did and didn’t know.
 “Is anything bothering you?” Copeland asked.
Jack held his silence. It was never smart to make the first move, in case you ended up giving yourself away.
Copeland frowned at this lack of participation, but he was prepared to fight. Leaning back in his squeaky chair, he folded his hands across the slope of his round belly and watched Jack with earnest curiosity.
 “You aren’t going to talk to me?” he asked.
Nothing.
 “Are you afraid of what you might say?”
Jack narrowed his eyes, thinking it would make him look harder, tougher; but all it did was give Copeland a non-verbal answer.
 “Okay,” Copeland said. “You obviously don’t want to be here, but your mother won’t let either of us off the hook until we get some work done, so why don’t we cut to the chase? Tell me about the cat.”
Jack stiffened.
 “You know the one,” Copeland said. “The cat you strung up in the front yard tree.”
Jack’s fingers dug into the cushion of that fancy chair. He imagined his nails biting into the fabric, boring holes into the upholstery.
 “Did that cat bother you?”
Jack flinched.
 “Had it wronged you in some way?”
It had hissed and run. For no reason.
 “Jack?”
He felt his breath catch in his throat. He felt hot.
 “Jack, are you with me right now?”
He was sure that at any moment he’d lose the ability to suck in air, that he’d forget how to breathe.
 “I didn’t want to do it,” he spit out. “I didn’t know.”
Copeland peered at him, contemplating Jack’s revelation. Then he leaned forward and scribbled a note.
 “That cat had it coming,” Jack whispered. “He had it coming.”
 
Aimee hesitated outside the girls’ door the next morning, not wanting a repeat performance from the day before, but when she finally pushed the door open she was greeted by a sight that caught her off-guard. Abigail was still fast asleep, but Charlie—the night owl—was wide awake, sitting on top of her Spongebob covers, facing the bedroom door, waiting for Mom to come in.
Aimee’s muscles went tight. “Charlie?”
 “Good morning, Mommy,” she said with a bright smile.
 “Good morning,” Aimee replied, but her words were less than sure. Charlie was notorious for sleeping in. The kid had the ability to sleep for twelve hours straight if she was allowed—yet another trait she’d inherited from her father who, in his teens, had slept through an entire day and a half because he hadn’t felt like getting up. Seeing Charlie awake, let alone cheerful at seven AM, was more than a little disconcerting.
 “Is… everything okay?” Aimee asked, giving her daughter a wide berth as she stepped inside the room. “Why are you up so early?”
 “Because it’s time for school,” Charlie answered. “And it’s time for breakfast.”
Aimee turned away from her youngest, mouthing a silent okay, busying herself at the dresser. It was too weird; weird enough to make her skin crawl. When she heard bare feet hit the floor and scamper toward her, Aimee’s breath caught in her throat. She spun around and shoved her back against the chest of drawers, the dresser shuddering from the impact.
Charlie stood a foot from her mother, looking up at her with an ear-to-ear grin.
 “Good morning, Mommy,” she repeated.
Aimee opened her mouth slowly.
 “Yes,” Charlie said. “Everything is okay.” Her words were flat, but that wide smile remained. “It’s time for school,” Charlie said. “Better wake up. We don’t want to miss the bus. Breakfast is on the table. Go brush your teeth.”
Charlotte pivoted on the balls of her bare feet and bolted out of the room.
Aimee stood frozen against that dresser for several long seconds. Her breath hitching in her chest. Then she, too, excused herself. But instead of looking for where her daughter had gone, she rushed to the bedside table in the master bedroom and yanked the drawer out so fast it crashed to the floor. Searching through old receipts, random sticky notes, and a few hairstyle magazines she’d tucked away in case she ever felt like making a change, she eventually located her inhaler, uncapped it, and took a couple of puffs.
The prescription was expired by two years.
Aimee hadn’t had an asthma attack in over three.
 
 “Mom?” Abby stuck her head into her parents’ bedroom and found her mother sitting limply at the corner of her bed. “Are you okay?”
Aimee swatted at the tears and forced a smile. “I’m fine, sweetie. Are you two done eating breakfast?”
Abigail nodded slowly, studying her mother. Abby had seen her mom upset before, mostly after she and dad would argue about New Orleans, but this wasn’t the same kind of grief. This was different.
 “Okay,” Aimee said, clearing her throat and gathering her wits. “Let’s go.” She got up and motioned for Abby to get moving, trying to fall into their typical morning routine. “Where’s your backpack?”
Abby skittered down the hall to retrieve her things and Aimee forced herself out of the bedroom. She paused when she stepped into the kitchen, her eyes snagging on Charlie. She was sitting at the table, her wide eyes fixed on a corner of the room, seeing something that wasn’t there.
 “Charlie,” Aimee said as steadily as she could. “Chop chop, let’s go.”
But Charlie didn’t move. Whatever lurked in that corner had her transfixed.
 “Char?”
Nothing.
Aimee pulled a face. She began to approach with slow, reluctant steps.
Charlie didn’t respond.
 “Honey, you’re really starting to worry Mommy.”
Regarding herself in the third person was one of Aimee’s safeguards against vulnerability; it made her feel removed, less in the line of fire of whatever decided to creep out of that corner and twist her once normal life beyond recognition.
Aimee closed the distance between them, placing a hand on Charlie’s shoulder—another move made with obvious hesitation, like putting a hand on to a hot stove. As soon as she made contact, Charlie sprung from her chair and dashed after her sister like a spooked cat. Aimee was left alone in the kitchen, trying to push thoughts of childhood psychosis out of her head. But nothing she told herself convinced her that what was going on with Charlie was normal.
When Aimee appeared at the girls’ door, Abby already had her backpack pulled over her shoulders. She stood at the opposite side of the room, keeping distance between her and her sibling. As soon as Abby saw Aimee appear, she pulled at the straps of her bag and fell into motion.
 “I’ll wait outside,” she told her mother and brushed by her; staying in that room was the last thing she wanted to do. Aimee was left alone with Charlotte yet again. She crouched down to help the six-year-old tie her shoes so she could join Abby at the bus stop.
Charlie began to giggle—a sound that had once been as airy and iridescent as bubbles floating through the sky, now oddly heavy with unidentifiable emotion.
 “What’s funny?” Aimee asked, looking up from her crouched position. That weird smile hung on Charlie’s once-innocent face.
Aimee looked away, masking her panic by directing it toward the floor. Just as she finished securing Charlie’s second shoe, she felt an exhale flutter a few strands of hair across her forehead. Charlie’s crooked smile was less than an inch from Aimee’s hairline. When Aimee lifted her head, coming nose to nose with her daughter, Charlie didn’t lean back to give either of them more room. She remained uncomfortably close, her eyes glinting with wicked mischief. A glint that Aimee had always known was there but had never seen this obviously before.
 “Good morning,” Charlie sing-songed. “Better get up. Time for school.”
 “That’s enough,” Aimee said, surprised by the forcefulness that had jumped into her tone. “No more games. Mommy’s tired of it.”
 “I know,” Charlie said solemnly. “I’m sorry.” Her apology was tainted by a grating babyish tone, making her insincerity that much more apparent.
Aimee turned away for a second, long enough to grab Charlie’s backpack. When she turned back to the child, Charlotte was still grinning.
Suddenly, Aimee wanted nothing more than to grab that stupid little girl by her shoulders and shake her as hard as she could, shake her until that smile was wiped from her face. Instead, she extended a stiff arm outward and handed Charlie her bag.
 “You’re going to miss the bus.”
Charlie shrugged and sauntered out of the bedroom. Aimee followed, not to make sure she made it to the bus stop, but to make sure she left at all.
But Charlie wasn’t one to make things easy. When she reached the front door, she turned to look back at her mother, that disconcerting smile still pulling her face tight.
 “Don’t be scared,” she said. “At least you still have Abigail.”
 


Chapter Nine
 
 
When Jack saw Arnold’s Oldsmobile ramble up to the boat shop he dropped what he was doing and met Aimee next to the car.
 “We have to do something.” Aimee’s voice quaked. She pulled at her fingers as though trying to pluck them from her palms. “It’s getting worse,” she said. “There’s something wrong, Jack. I know there’s something wrong.”
He glanced over his shoulder, catching a glimpse of Reagan standing in the workshop, his welding helmet tipped up so he could get a better look. Jack turned back to Aimee, put a hand on her shoulder, and led her to the back of the Olds.
 “I think I know,” she said.
 “Know what?” Jack asked. He was trying to play it cool, but even the slightest hint that Aimee suspected the truth made part of him—the familiar him—want to run. The other half was already plotting out where to bury her: in the forest on the opposite side of the house, thick with kudzu and moss. When his mother had tossed aside her psychological explanations and finally saw the situation for what it was, it had sealed their fate as a family. He knew, as soon as Aimee figured it out, it would be the end of them. The Winters would disintegrate. He would end them all.
Aimee began to pace. She had thrown on a pair of sweatpants and an oversized sweater before flying out the front door, unusually unshowered. Typically well put-together, she looked disheveled: like a woman on the brink of something dangerous.
 “I think we need to take Charlie to a psychiatrist,” she said, lifting her hands to silence Jack before he had a chance to protest. “I know I already brought this up, and I know you thought it was a stupid idea, but, Jack…” She lowered her gaze to the ground, her fingers tangling themselves in the hem of her grey corded sweater. “I think she may be schizophrenic.”
Jack said nothing. The malevolent smile that flashed across his face was so quick he didn’t realize it ever crossed his expression at all.
 “She’s scaring me,” Aimee said. “This morning I had an asthma attack.”
Jack remembered the sound of his own mother hyperventilating to the heavy screech of a bookcase being pushed across a cheap wood-paneled floor.
 “Okay,” he said.
But Aimee didn’t hear him.
 “I look at her,” she said, “but it isn’t her. It’s like I’m looking at someone else, like her eyes are vacant…”
The darkness. Soon, she’d see the same thing in his eyes too.
 “Aimee, I said okay.”
Aimee stopped pacing. She blinked at her husband. Motionless for a moment, she threw herself at him like a girl overjoyed—but it wasn’t joy, it was fear. As soon as his arms wrapped around her, her shoulders heaved in a sob.
 “Oh God,” she cried into the dirty cotton of his work shirt. “This cannot be happening. This isn’t our family.”
Inside his head, that little voice agreed with her sentiment.
 “This was never your family,” it whispered. “It’s always been mine.”
 
Jack took the rest of the day off. He put Aimee to bed, made a cup of coffee, and tossed the outdated phone directory onto the kitchen table. It was his mission to find the shoddiest psychiatrist in all of Louisiana while waiting for the girls to come home from school. If Aimee wanted to believe that Charlie was schizophrenic, he’d arrange it.
He called number after number, explaining that the doctor he was seeing—a random name out of the book—seemed a bit odd, perhaps even questionable. Most receptionists didn’t bite and kindly offered to schedule an appointment, but there were a few who took the bait. After a few hours, it was Dr. J. H. Markin who fit the bill.
 “I’m surprised he’s still practicing,” the girl on the end of the line explained. “It’s a wonder he hasn’t gone out of business.”
Perfect, he thought. He wanted a shrink who’d give any diagnosis if only to keep his patient coming back—an honest-to-goodness snake oil salesman.
Jack placed a call to the office of Dr. Markin and scheduled an appointment. Taking Charlie to a half-assed doctor would buy some time—although he still wasn’t exactly sure what he’d do with it when he had it. But it wasn’t for him to understand. He had mechanically flipped through page after page, dialing number after number, as if under someone else’s power. These weren’t his decisions, and the longer it all went on, the less he seemed to care.
When the girls came home, Jack sat them down in front of bowls of mac and cheese, and after Abigail disappeared into her room to do her homework, Jack looked at Charlie from across the kitchen table and smirked.
 “So you’re still here,” he said.
Charlie blinked at him, her little hand wrapped around the handle of the spoon jutting out of her mouth.
 “I guess I should have known better,” he murmured. “I always thought it was strange that I managed to outrun you. Now I know I was wrong to think I had.”
Charlie’s eyes darkened, but she continued to eat. Her gaze never left her father’s face, fixed on him as intently as a dog ready to attack.
 “So what do you want?” Jack asked. “What did you want? Or was I just the kid who sat in the wrong cemetery at the wrong time?”
A corner of Charlie’s mouth curled upward. Her eyes glinted with acknowledgement. Jack wasn’t the only one who remembered that graveyard tucked away among the trees. That twinkle assured him of that.
 “I’d say ‘take me instead’, but if that was an option you would have done it by now.”
Charlie giggled. She stared at Jack from across the table, her eyes wide and blank. Without warning, her chair jerked backward, the legs screaming across the kitchen floor. It tipped rearward, then to the side, balancing on one leg. Jack sucked in a sudden breath, but he didn’t move. Despite the chair’s unnatural angle, Charlie was glued in place, still giggling, her eyes as big as twin moons.
Jack regained his hold on reality. His mind unfroze, his throat reopened. Now he grasped at words he hoped would stop all of this. “You can do what you want with me, but leave my family out of this,” he said.
Charlie’s jagged smile turned into an exaggerated frown. That chair slammed on to its four legs and shot forward with such force that, had it not stopped at just the right time, her ribs would have been crushed against the edge of the table. But it did stop, and that dark expression turned inhuman as she whispered across the table.
 “I’ll do what I want with you,” she hissed. “And I’ll take your family for good measure.”
Just as abruptly as it had come, that expression faded from her face. She went back to eating her mac and cheese, seemingly oblivious to what had just occurred.
 
Dr. Copeland made Jack look at stacks of ink blot cards and asked him what he saw. In one, Jack saw a unicorn. In another, there was a bird. And as the cards became more intricate and complex, the more wickedness Jack seemed to see. The bird turned into a bat, the unicorn into a devil. As the cards continued to be laid out, Jack decided that if this was going to end, he would have to be the one to end it. Jack leaned away from Copeland’s desk, took a deep breath, and outed himself in a desperate attempt at redemption.
 “Dr. Copeland?” Jack began. “I haven’t told you all there is to tell, sir.”
Despite his backwoods upbringing, Gilda and Stephen had raised a polite boy. Something about manners made the Winters feel more sophisticated; more like they belonged on planet Earth.
Copeland leaned back in his creaky chair and nodded at him in silent encouragement. He folded his arms across his globe-like stomach.
 “There’s something living in my room,” Jack told him. “It’s what made me kill that cat.”
Copeland’s expression was pensive. He reached for his pad and pen. To Jack’s dismay, the doctor didn’t seem the least bit impressed with this revelation—a revelation that, in his eyes, should have answered all of the doctor’s questions. Rather than watch Copeland’s eyebrows shoot up in intrigue, the doc peered at his notepad with a vague look of concern before scribbling something down.
 “What is this something?” Copeland asked. “Is it a person? An animal?”
 “It’s a shadow,” Jack said. “It sits in the corner of my room, you know, like one of those stone monsters on top of big city scrapers.”
 “A gargoyle,” Copeland said. “And how often do you see it?”
 “Every night.”
Copeland tapped his pen against his notepad.
 “Sometimes it crawls up on the ceiling,” Jack murmured toward his hands. It was an afterthought. Jack knew that if the shadow figure hadn’t impressed Copeland by then, its movements would hardly interest him; but Copeland seemed to straighten in his chair, and a moment later he posed a question that caught Jack off-guard.
 “Jack, does your family live close to a road?”
They did. They lived right on a road, but it was just about as rural as a road could get. Their closest neighbor was a good half mile away, and neither Stephen nor Gilda had ever been all that neighborly. Stephen always said that the more neighbors you knew, the more people would come around asking you to do things you had no desire to do, like moving furniture or painting kitchens or lending sugar that they’d swear they were ‘just borrowing’ like they were actually going to return it someday. They lived along a road, but they may as well have lived a million miles from it.
 “Yes sir,” Jack said.
 “And this shadow, you say you only see it at night?”
He gave the doctor a slight nod. It felt as though he was on one of those court shows, the lawyer asking a million questions to trick the person into saying something they didn’t mean to say. Jack glared at his hands. He didn’t like being corralled.
 “Does the shadow stay in the same corner night after night?” Copeland asked, but Jack had shut down. He had decided to tell Copeland the truth, but instead of being taken seriously he was being interrogated. Doctor Copeland already had a tidy explanation for everything.
 “Jack, have you ever seen headlights travel across the inside of your room at night?”
 “Yeah,” he mumbled.
 “Do you think that maybe what you’re seeing are those headlights dancing across your walls?”
Jack frowned. He looked up at Doctor Copeland with a surprising glint of anger in his eyes, a spark that assured the doc the kid thought he was telling the godawful truth.
 “It isn’t headlights,” he said. “Nobody drives up and down that road hardly ever.”
 “Well, you and your family drive on it every day,” Copeland reminded him. “Don’t you think there may be other families that live along that road like you do?”
Jack looked back to his hands. He had put himself out there, he had told the truth—and all it had done was make him look stupid.
 “I’m not crazy,” he whispered, sure that the doctor could hear. He waited for Copeland’s obligatory reply, but the doctor didn’t say anything. Jack’s adolescent denial was left to hang heavy in the air until their session was over.
 
The next morning, three of the four Winters found themselves sitting in Dr. Markin’s waiting room. Aimee had screwed her face up in distaste the moment they had stepped inside. The place was like a bad 70s movie, complete with shag carpeting and outdated wood paneling nailed to the walls. It smelled stale, and Jack was sure that twenty-five years ago this was probably some sad insurance office where a guy in a cheap suit puffed away on Marlboro after Marlboro.
 “Where did you find this place?” Aimee murmured out the side of her mouth. Before Jack could blame it on the phone directory, Dr. Markin surfaced from behind a door and Aimee forced a smile.
They were escorted into Markin’s office—an office that lacked nothing but a velvet Elvis. Markin surveyed their little family like a hawk deciding which mouse to eat first.
 “Well, first things first, I’m Doctor Markin,” he said to Charlie, “and I’m here to help you figure out what’s going on in that little head of yours.”
Jack grimaced. Not only was the office tacky, the guy was also a pandering prick. But in a way it was perfect—the experience would leave a bad taste in Aimee’s mouth.
 “I’m Aimee,” Aimee said. “This is my husband Jack, and our daughter Charlie.”
Doc Markin nodded once, committing the names to memory, then motioned toward Charlie the way someone would motion to a used car. “So,” he said, “what seems to be the problem?”
Jack’s stomach turned and he couldn’t help but smirk. He’d set up this bum appointment to turn Aimee off, but it seemed like his move was about to set him off instead.
 “Charlie’s been acting out a bit lately,” Aimee explained in her most tender tone, pushing Charlotte’s hair out of her eyes as she spoke. “We were all involved in an accident—”
 “What kind of accident?” Markin cut in.
 “A car accident… it was a little over a week ago. The car rolled. We were all fine, but ever since then, Charlie hasn’t been herself.”
 “Probably just stress,” he said. Aimee tensed visibly. The last time a doctor had told her there was nothing wrong with Charlotte, she’d gone off.
 “Well, that’s what we thought at first too,” she countered. “But it seems to be getting worse.”
Markin honed in on Charlie with his beady eyes. Jack marveled at how much the guy looked like an evil villain with his sharp features and thin lips: the total opposite of Copeland, with his doughy face and puckered smile. Now he understood what the girl meant when she said it was a wonder Markin still practiced. Who in their right mind would spill their guts to a spindly little snake like this?
 “You want to tell me what’s been going on, princess?” Markin asked Charlie. No dice: Charlie was smarter than that. She immediately pulled into herself and turned away from him, hiding her face in Jack’s side. Markin let out a little laugh and walked around his desk, plopping into his chair. Aimee spun her wedding ring around her finger and watched Charlie. Her face and mind were conflicted: half wanting a diagnosis and half wanting to get the hell out of there.
 “Doctor Markin,” Jack said after a moment—Aimee nearly jumped at the volume of Jack’s calm, confident voice. “I think we just need to be straight with you so you can give us your professional opinion.”
 “Certainly,” Markin said, squaring his shoulders and folding his arms across his desk.
 “We’re concerned that Charlie may be suffering from some sort of psychological condition, something that may have been triggered by our car accident.”
Markin nodded. “That’s understandable,” he said. “Given the fact that the child has been displaying behavior that doesn’t match her personality.”
Jack nearly rolled his eyes at Markin’s fancy footwork. His father had been the one to say it, and Jack was starting to believe it: head doctors are charlatans. You pay them to use fancy words and tell you what you already know.
 “Aimee is worried that it may be schizophrenia.”
Aimee blinked at his directness, nearly shot him a glare at the suddenness of his confession. Markin, on the other hand, was intrigued, but not overly concerned.
 “Mrs. Winter,” he began, “you do understand that childhood-onset schizophrenia is extremely rare, correct?”
 “I know it’s rare,” Aimee said, “but just because it’s rare doesn’t mean it’s impossible.”
 “Well that’s certainly true, but has Charlie exhibited signs that she’s been hearing voices?”
Jack looked at Aimee.
 “Or have there been hallucinations? Imaginary friends she can’t stop talking about that seem to be real to her rather than just in her head?”
Aimee furrowed her eyebrows in distress. There had been none of those things—at least, not that Charlie had confessed to.
 “No,” she said softly, the defeat in her voice sounding a lot like shame. “No, I suppose not.”
 “The first thing we look for,” Markin explained, his attention now on Jack, “is the inability to separate fantasy from reality. That’s our big red flag. Now, that’s not to say that Charlie doesn’t have a problem.”
There was the jackpot—the announcement that Jack had come for: Charlie probably wasn’t schizophrenic, but maybe she was. Business was business, and everyone was a little crazy.
 “I’d like to run a series of tests, check for things as pedestrian as attention deficit disorder-”
 “No,” Aimee said. “That’s quite alright.” She leaned down and put her purse in her lap, ready to leave. “But thank you for seeing us.” She stood, extending a hand to that sharp-featured man.
 “Any time,” Markin said with a tight smile. Jack swept the moody Charlie up in his arms, a perfect excuse to not extend his own hand in thanks. Just as they were about to make their exit, Markin stopped them with a final question.
 “Mr. and Mrs. Winter, I didn’t ask, but there would be a history of mental illness in the family, would there?”
Jack and Aimee looked at one another, and Jack was the one to glance back to Markin.
 “No,” he said. “There isn’t.”
Just another lie to add to the rest.
 
Jack knew demons before he ever saw the eyes in the cemetery. He had woken to the sound of his mother screaming in her bedroom more than a few times, and when his own demon slithered out of the shadows and wrapped itself around him, he knew fully well there was something wrong with his mom.
Gilda had her share of problems in life. She’d grown up on little more than bologna and cheese while her mother drank herself into a stupor and her daddy disappeared for days at a time. By the time Gilda entered high school, she had an impressive list of issues: depression, alcoholism, and suicidal thoughts. She had tried to kill herself twice by the age of seventeen. Some said that getting pregnant was the only thing that saved her. Gilda surprised herself when, as soon as she knew she was with child, she put the bottle aside and focused on the fact that her life was about to change. And change it did.
Once Jack was born, Gilda’s depression didn’t lift; it got worse instead. The older Jack got, the more resentful she became. Prescribed a cocktail of antidepressants and anxiety meds, she’d often forget to take her pills, and she’d slip into a bout of hysterics that echoed for what Jack imagined to be miles.
Jack hadn’t been old enough to understand exactly what was wrong with his mom. All he knew was what his father told him, and all Stephen told him was that “Momma had a nightmare,” whenever she woke up screaming. When Jack reached an age where he could better understand the workings of the human mind, Gilda’s condition had been medicated away; that is, until Jack saw those soulless eyes.
It wasn’t surprising that the sudden change in her son had made Gilda feel as though she’d passed on some genetic dysfunction. Stephen couldn’t help but to agree with the assumption—that their child’s behavior was probably the same thing that threw Gilda into nightly fits. But after the tests were done and numerous doctors had been sought for second and third and fourth opinions, the general consensus was that there was nothing wrong with Jack Winter—at least not mentally, as far as they could see.
For a while, Gilda insisted they were wrong, that they were all missing something that she could plainly see. It was obvious, after all, that there was certainly something wrong with her son. Normal children didn’t hang cats by lengths of fishing line from the branches of a family tree.
And there were other signs as well. Jack stopped sleeping. It wasn’t that he slept for short periods of time, but he simply didn’t sleep. Whenever Gilda would stick her head into Jack’s room to check on her son, she’d catch him staring up at the ceiling, wide eyed and unblinking. Then there was his zoning out. Jack, who was typically a bright and alert child, kept staring into random corners of the room without so much as moving a muscle. Gilda and Stephen were able to hold full volume conversations around him, and yet Jack seemed unaware that anyone was next to him, let alone trying to get his attention.
It was the fits of rage that did Gilda in. Out of nowhere, Jack would go on tirades that included broken dishes and slammed doors, sometimes so hard they threatened to pop off their hinges. She insisted it wasn’t a phase, that she knew better, that she could tell this was something far more serious than a growing pain. When she started frequenting church more often than not, Jack knew she was starting to suspect. But she never asked, and Jack never told. Stephen would never have believed it if either of them had brought it up anyway.
 
Aimee was furious, and when she was furious she refused to talk. Silent as a deaf mute all the way back to the house, her hands were balled into fists on her lap, and while she let her rage boil without a word, Jack allowed his own shame to ferment in the pit of his stomach.
Arriving home, Aimee busied herself with emptying the dishwasher, purposefully clanging plates together, testing the durability of their glassware by banging tumblers against the counter. Charlie was in a mood after her meeting with Dr. Markin and insisted on an afternoon of Spongebob reruns, which Jack happily obliged to, then excused himself to the kitchen. His reasons for misleading Aimee were confusing—torn between what he was doing versus what he knew was right. The possibility of telling Aimee he wasn’t himself had crossed his mind, but the ridiculousness of it only made him smirk at how pathetic it would all make him look; piling a psychotic husband on top of a psychotic kid. Jack was starting to consider changing their last name from Winter to Manson.
He paused in the kitchen, about to try his hand at comforting his angry wife.
 “Let me do that,” he told her, making a move to take over dish duty if only to keep her from throwing a plate against the wall. But Aimee continued to clang dishes like the Duchess of Wonderland.
 “That man was ridiculous,” she said with a snort. “Did you see him? Did you see his stupid little ratty face?”
Jack leaned against the counter and shrugged.
 “What?” She stopped the clanging, a plate held dangerously in her grasp. “You didn’t see his stupid ratty face? He looked like a rat, Jack. Probably like the goddamn rat that’s scratching the insides of our walls. It’s like that rat got out, morphed into a human, and dared to call himself a doctor.” She exhaled an exasperated laugh. “One hundred fifty dollars, Jack. One hundred fifty fucking dollars down the drain.”
 “He did have a point,” he said with a wince, though the wince was more for show than anything else. “There are specific signs, Aims. None of which Charlie has.”
But she wasn’t satisfied with that answer. Not one bit. To her, Markin was a dirty sewer lurker who’d had the audacity to tell her he knew more about her child than she did. She shook her head as she stacked plates on the counter, precariously close to the edge.
 “I’m not crazy,” she said.
 “Nobody said you are.”
 “No? Doesn’t being convinced of something that nobody else can see make me delusional? Because I’m convinced, Jack, and nobody else seems to see it but me.”
Jack sighed and took a seat at the table, propping his chin up in his palm. He wondered what she would do if he just came out with it. It’s the Devil. Maybe she’d stare at him for a long while before exhaling a snort and rolling her eyes. Maybe she’d grab one of those plates off the counter and chuck it at his head.
 “I mean, I may as well prance around declaring my unshakable faith in the Easter Bunny,” she said. “What difference does it make? I sit down in front of a shrink and the second my suspicion drops out of my mouth I feel like I’m the one who needs a diagnosis.”
 “We’ll get a second opinion,” Jack heard himself say, but he wasn’t quite sure he’d actually said it.
 “No.” She caught the handle of the utensil basket and pulled it loose from the dishwasher door. “You’re right. That slimy rat-faced creep did have a point.” She plucked spoons from the basket. “Besides, I forgot to water the money tree out back. I’m pretty sure that one fifty was the last of it.”
 “We’ve got the money,” Jack countered. “Well, sort of. We’ve got the car fund.”
Aimee exhaled a breath. She yanked the utensil drawer open and tossed the spoons in.
 “That’s a dumb idea. If Mom was being serious, Daddy wants the Olds back, which takes us down from four borrowed wheels to zero. It’s hard enough as it is with one car. And I’m sure Reagan is having a grand old time driving out here every morning to pick you up for work. Not to mention that he probably hates me by now.”
 “Why would he hate you?”
 “Oh come off it,” she said, tossing a handful of forks next to the spoons. “I know you’ve told him how pissed I get every time you drive down to New Orleans. He probably thinks I’m an idiot for marrying a musician, surprised there are gigs to play.”
Jack frowned but didn’t argue. Angry wives were a rocker’s way of life.
 “I’m sorry,” she said, her back to Jack. “I’ve been a total bitch lately. I’ve just been so stressed out, so worried. And maybe that nasty rat is right; maybe there’s nothing wrong with Charlie at all. Maybe I’m just… imagining things. Maybe it’s a phase.”
It was then, with perfect six-year-old timing, that Charlie appeared at the mouth of the hallway with a request for her mother. “Mo-om,” she sing-songed. “Can you make me something to eat?”
Aimee turned from the counter to look at her daughter, a child she was starting to fear. She managed a half-hearted smile along with a nod. “Sure,” she said, her tone unsure. “What would you like?”
 “Nuggets!” Charlie said in her three-notches-too-loud indoor voice. Then, as if she’d shouted some wizardly Harry Potter incantation, the plates that Aimee had stacked on the kitchen counter fell, a cacophony of breaking glass filling the house. Aimee yelped and jumped away from the counter. Jack leapt from his seat in alarm. All three of them stood in place, staring at the pile of broken dishware that had somehow found its way to the floor.
Charlie clamped her hands over her mouth, and when her parents turned their attention to her she wore an undeniable expression of guilt. “I’m sorry,” she yelled. “It wasn’t me!” And then she ran down the hall, away from the mess she was sure she had made as fast as her little feet would take her.
 


Chapter Ten
 
 
On a regular summer afternoon, while Jack sat slumped on the couch watching Scooby Doo on the cheap JVC, a rage slithered into his blood just as it had in the cemetery. Gilda was in the kitchen frying up cheap skirt steaks she’d picked up at the Thriftway. The Winters didn’t often have steak for dinner unless they were on manager’s special, and Gilda had been lucky enough to walk by the meat counter at just the right time. They were the last ones left, and she reflected on her good fortune while standing over the stove, cheap vegetable oil casting a thin veil of smoke across the interior of the trailer. She was singing the Happy Days theme song, except she didn’t know the words somehow—it was like, what, ten words plus the days of the fucking week?—and it was driving Jack crazy.
 “Sunday, Monday, happy days,” she sang—right over an important part of Scooby Doo dialogue. Shaggy had always been Jack’s favorite. Jack loved the way he called Scooby ‘Scoob’ and swore that one day, when he finally had his own dog, he’d name him Scoob even if it was some girly poodle.
 “Tuesday, Wednesday, happy days.”
He grimaced at his mother’s singing and snatched the remote off the couch, mashing the volume button to drown her out, but the volume didn’t go up. The batteries were dead again—that or the remote itself was fried. It was a cheap piece of crap Stephen had picked up at a random yard sale along the side of the road. He insisted it worked on the same frequency, and maybe he was right because it worked half the time. But the other half, it was nothing but an ugly paperweight taking up room on their scuffed up coffee table.
 “Thursday, Friday, happy days.”
Scooby and the gang finally cornered the ghost they’d been chasing through the entire episode. Fred looked sure of himself, holding the phantom by its sheeted shoulders while Velma revealed its true identity.
 “Saturday and Sunday too, all happy days for you!”
Right over the name of the bad guy. Jack narrowed his eyes at the TV. He clenched the remote as hard as he could, imagining the stupid thing exploding into pieces in his hands. Gilda kept singing and Jack twisted his head toward the kitchen. He could see her standing over the stove, her silhouette faint and hazy through the smoke. If she had been quiet, Jack would have known who the ghost had been. If she’d just stop singing, he could enjoy the Smurfs in peace as soon as Scooby was over. They’d be on in a matter of seconds. Jack knew this because it was part of his regular scheduled programming; he knew this because during summer vacation, when it was too hot to go outside, he’d watch Hanna-Barbera all day long. But his mom just kept singing.
The Smurfs’ theme filled the living room and Jack’s frustration skyrocketed. He glared at his mother, boring a hole into the back of her head.
And then she started to scream.
At first Jack thought that maybe he really did stare a hole right through her skull, that maybe she was screaming because her brains were oozing out of her head and into the frying pan. But then his mother moved, and he saw that wasn’t the case: Gilda jumped away from the stove, revealing a plume of fire as tall and deadly as the Devil’s finger. The pan was on fire.
 “Oh my God!” she yelled. She grabbed for a dish towel, tossing it onto the pan in an attempt to suppress the flames—but the fire was too big for the likes of a cheap scrap of fabric. As soon as it hit the pan the flames spiked higher, and for a second they burned blue.
 “Oh my God!” she kept screaming, scrambling around the kitchen, searching for something to douse the flames. In a panic, she grabbed the handle of the pan and moved it from the stove to the sink. Something twisted in the pit of Jack’s stomach—a pang that told him what his mom was about to do was a bad idea; maybe a lesson he’d half-listened to at school, or something he’d seen on PBS. He opened his mouth to protest. Gilda twisted the kitchen faucet open. Her screams shifted from panic to terror.
As soon as the water hit the boiling oil, there was a hiss of steam. The oil jumped out of the pan and onto the counter, onto the kitchen floor, and onto her cooking apron and bare arms. That fire kept burning. Jack’s eyes widened as he watched his mother spin around, her arms outspread like Jesus, her skin blistering before his eyes, like a vampire standing in the hot Georgia sun. She screamed in pain while the Smurfs skipped and sang through their village.
She didn’t sing.
She wailed.
 
It was Jack’s turn to give Charlie her bath while Aimee caught up on a few of her favorite shows. Jack listened to Agent Dana Scully talk about alien invasions through the open bathroom door while Charlie piled suds atop her head, turning herself into a giant soft-serve cone. When she wasn’t piling bubbles onto her head, she was squeezing them out of a sponge and into an old plastic Big Gulp cup which she’d then serve to her father as a milkshake. And if milkshakes weren’t in season, she’d spend her time arranging foam letters along the bathtub wall.
Tonight was milkshake night. Charlie carefully squeezed a foamy stream of suds into her plastic cup while singing something Jack didn’t recognize beneath her breath—probably off of a new cartoon he had yet to catch. He lathered up her hair with apple-scented shampoo while she worked on a shake. Scully fired her gun in the other room. Charlie served Jack his soapy confection, tilted her head to the side as if seeing her father for the first time, and posed a question Jack hadn’t expected.
 “Daddy, why did you run away from home?”
Poised to rinse the shampoo from his daughter’s hair, he stared at the little girl before him with alarm. It was something nobody knew—he hadn’t told a soul. To hear it questioned so plainly, so innocently, as though she was asking whether tomorrow would be rainy or sunny, all but bowled him over.
 “What do you mean?” he staggered, trying to shift his surprise to something resembling confusion, but he did a lousy job. Charlie squinted at him, lifted a wet hand to rub at one of her eyes, then let it fall back into the water with a splash.
 “You ran away from home when you were little,” she told him. “Didn’t you love your mommy and daddy?”
Jack felt his heart palpitate in his throat. He was found out. Exposed. Naked. Ready to deny it, the fact Charlie knew his darkest secret, seemingly out of the blue, assured him that she hadn’t simply pulled it out of thin air; she hadn’t just dreamed it up. No, someone had told her.
 “Where did you hear that?” he asked as nonchalantly as he could, tipping her head back and rinsing the shampoo from her hair. But Charlie didn’t reply. She sat quietly while he rinsed, and once he was done she went back to making her milkshakes, squeezing the sponge with pruny fingers.
 “Charlie, honey?”
Charlotte avoided his gaze, purposefully busying herself the way kids did when they didn’t want to answer a question. But Jack wasn’t about to let it rest; he wasn’t about to let his secret walk out of that bathroom and, potentially, into Aimee’s lap. To tell Aimee that he’d run away from home when he was just shy of fifteen was to tell her everything, and that wasn’t something he was prepared to do.
 “Charlie.” Jack caught her hands in his. “I asked you a question.”
She frowned and mumbled under her breath. “What?”
 “Where did you hear that?”
Jutting her bottom lip out like a dock over a lake, she huffed.
 “That’s too bad,” Jack told her. “You brought it up, so now you answer my question.”
 “No,” she muttered. “I don’t want to.”
 “I’m not giving you a choice. Now, you tell me where you heard that before you get yourself into trouble.”
Charlie shook her head.
 “Why not?”
 “Because he’ll be mad,” Charlie murmured.
Jack’s mouth went sour. He tasted blood.
 “Who?” he asked.
Again, Charlie shook her head in denial. Jack dropped the rinse cup into the water.
 “Fine. No more ‘Don’t Stop Believin’’.”
Charlie’s mouth fell open in an O-shape. Her eyes went wide in disbelief. Jack pulled the stopper to the tub and the water began to drain, swirling into a siphoning whirlpool of soap and shampoo. He grabbed Charlie’s Spongebob towel off of its holder, dropped it onto the toilet and caught Charlie beneath her soapy armpits. As soon as her wet feet hit the bathmat her eyes were welling up with tears.
 “Not ‘Don’t Stop Believin’’?” she asked in a whisper. Her bottom lip trembled.
Jack stuck to his threat and said nothing more about it, toweling Charlie off with silent discipline.
 “Fine!” she yelled. “It was Mr. Scratch. He’s the one who told me. He knows everything, and now he knows I told you and he’s not going to let me sleep ever again.”
Jack wrapped the towel around her and paused, trying to read her expression. She was upset with herself, as though asking her dad about his running away had been against the rules in the first place, whatever those rules may have been.
 “Who’s Mr. Scratch?” Jack asked, but he already knew the answer. He’d seen Mr. Scratch the night he had popped his head into the girls’ room to make sure all was well—he’d seen that shadow perched in the corner of the room. It was the same shadow that balanced at the foot of his bed when he was a kid—the shadow with needle-point teeth and a jagged smile.
 “He says he knows you,” she whispered. “He says you guys are friends.”
A shiver shot down Jack’s spine. He felt his skin crawl with the memory of pulling his sheets over his head, hiding from the demon that watched him while he slept.
 “What does he want?” he asked, suddenly ten again. Tell him to get out of here, he wanted to tell her. Tell him to leave me alone.
Charlie shifted her weight from foot to foot, weighing her options, considering her answer. Finally, she looked up at her dad with a sad sort of smile.
 “He’s here to play,” she told him. “He said he isn’t leaving until someone wins.”
 
Jack had suffered for four years. The afternoon he saw those eyes beyond the branches of cemetery trees had changed everything: his youth, his mind, his family. Had he known what lay in store while sitting among the headstones that day, he’d never have set foot beyond that rusty wrought iron fence. Had he had the slightest hint of the distant future—of his own family, his own children and the curse he’d put upon them—he would have done more than just run away. How a ten-year-old went about suicide was a mystery, but Jack was a resourceful boy. If he could have glimpsed the future, he would have found a way.
After Gilda’s cooking accident, she kept a wide berth when it came to her son. Even though Jack had been in the living room when the fire started, she knew it had been him. She saw something lingering behind the gray of Jack’s eyes. It swirled beneath that stormy hue, like ink coiling through water, like fog crawling across the marsh. Her insistence that doctors diagnose his condition faded into silent defeat. And when she dared tell Stephen that she was afraid of their only child, she was sure she appeared insane. Strange things never happened around Stephen. Gilda was the one who saw the darkness, who battled fires and found cats swinging in trees. Stephen only heard the stories, and there was only so much he was willing to believe.
By the time Jack turned fourteen, his mother hardly spoke to him. The woman who had once been content to stay home and watch soaps between loads of laundry and batches of Hamburger Helper was now working sixty hours a week just to keep herself out of the house. She couldn’t bear spending time at home, especially when Stephen was at work and Jack was home.
Thrust into solitary confinement, isolation didn’t do much to cure Jack. He spent hours laying on his bed, staring up at the ceiling until his eyes blurred. He’d zone out on the couch only to find himself in a different part of the house hours later. The longer he spent alone the less he could remember.
During one of Gilda’s late night waitressing shifts, she looked out the window while refilling a customer’s cup of coffee and saw her son standing in the parking lot. Staring at the diner, he was waiting for her to finish her shift, waiting for her to walk outside so he could finally do away with her. At least that’s what she told herself. She snuck into the stock room and tried to call Stephen. When she couldn’t reach him, she peeked back out into that lot. Jack was gone.
Stephen insisted she hallucinated the whole thing. It was the only logical explanation. The diner was a good dozen miles from the house. Jack didn’t have access to a car, let alone have a license. But she just about had a heart attack when she spotted him standing under the same light post the next night. To assure herself she wasn’t losing her mind, she asked a big guy in a John Deere cap if he saw the kid in the parking lot too.
 “Yep,” the trucker said. “Looks like a loon to me.”
And he was right: Jack looked insane. He stood in that sickly yellow lamplight with his arms straight down his sides. His chin was tucked against his chest, and the ridges above his eyes cast an eerie shadow across his face—more like a skull than a boy.
Jack appeared the night after that as well. One of the girls nearly called the police before being stopped by a fellow waitress.
 “Better not call the cops,” she said. “That’s Gilda’s boy.”
 “Well what’s he doing just standing there like that?” asked the other. “He looks like he’s thinking about shooting up the place.”
If Jack could stash a gun in a pair of drawstring pajama pants, he very well might have shot up the place, just like they said.
The cops eventually got called, but not by the girls at the diner. The Winters received the call at three AM on a Sunday. Jack had been found standing on the town pastor’s lawn looking like he ready to slit someone’s throat. Worried for his wife and kids, the pastor called the police. Jack lashed out at them when they finally arrived. The sheriff had explained to a groggy Stephen that his son had been ‘acting crazy’. Like a wild animal, he had said. Like nothing I’d seen in all my days.
Stephen arrived at the police station and found his son in a cell all his own. They’d locked him up by himself to protect the few town drunks, afraid he would have twisted their necks the wrong way round.
 “I know it sounds crazy,” the sheriff told Stephen, “but that boy didn’t seem human. He looked like the Devil had gone ahead and eaten his soul right out of his body.”
When Gilda caught wind of what happened, she refused to sleep under the same roof.
 “I don’t care what you do with him,” she told him. “That isn’t my son. Look at his eyes, Steve. That isn’t Jack. That’s something else.”
That night, Stephen boarded up Jack’s bedroom window from the outside. He secured the door with two-by-fours and kept vigil by sleeping in an old recliner he’d dragged into the hall. Gilda tried to sleep across the house, but all she could do was cry. They had decided it would be the last night their son would be in the house, and she couldn’t even spend it with him the way a mother should.
 
Jack slept in the next morning. It had taken him hours to slip into a fitful and restless sleep, battling demons even in unconsciousness. He pulled the sheets over his head when the sunlight crept across his pillow through the blinds, but the smell of sizzling bacon yanked him out of bed like a fish on a hook.
Aimee was standing at the stove, humming under her breath. It should have comforted him, but her humming did little more than shoot a chill down his back. He pictured her turning to say good morning only to see his mother’s face—red and scorched and melting, torched by boiling oil. Jack grimaced, and Aimee turned at the perfect moment to catch his expression.
 “What?” she asked. “You don’t want breakfast?”
Jack forced a tired smile and slouched in one of the kitchen chairs. “Breakfast sounds good,” he told her, pressing his face into his hands as exhaustion crept in.
 “You were tossing and turning all night,” Aimee said. “Did you get any sleep?”
 “Hardly.”
 “Maybe you should call in,” she suggested, and Jack found himself considering it. He never missed work. Skipping out on the shop sounded far more appealing than welding on zero sleep.
 “I was thinking…” Aimee set his breakfast in front of him before taking her usual seat. “Maybe we can do some grown-up stuff today, just the two of us. You know, like normal people.”
Jack plucked his fork off the table and dug into his breakfast.
 “I thought that maybe we could go to some dealerships, check out a few cars.”
Jack hated using Arnold’s Olds and Aimee knew it. Yet, amid the recent chaos, visiting the car salesman had been put off indefinitely. Letting someone try to swindle them out of their money would be a refreshing change of pace.
 “And then we could go get lunch in town somewhere,” she suggested. “Maybe Bijou?”
It all sounded fantastic. They’d be a childless, worry-free couple for a handful of hours. For half a day their problems would be pushed to the background, and maybe that’s all it would take—half a day to reestablish their sanity, to regroup and refresh and find their way back to the life they used to have.
But chaos had a way of finding them.
Before they had a chance to leave the house, the phone rang and their plans changed.
 “That was the school.” Aimee cocked a hip against the bathroom door while Jack rinsed shaving cream from his face. “Charlie’s in trouble.”
Instead of the car lot, they ended up in the principal’s office. She was a stern-looking woman—the kind of woman who was born to discipline small children. Mrs. Hutchins sat at her desk with her hands folded in front of her. She eyed Charlie’s parents with ferocious curiosity—a gaze heavy with judgment—before she finally spoke.
 “Mr. and Mrs. Winter, we’ve had an incident.”
Incident: Jack hated that word. It made him think of worst-case scenarios. He pictured Charlie burying school children in the sand beneath the monkey bars, or poisoning the school lunch by sprinkling rat poison into the mashed potatoes.
 “What kind of an incident?” Aimee asked, tugging on her bottom lip.
 “Charlotte interrupted an exam this morning,” Mrs. Hutchins explained. “The children were in the middle of taking a vocabulary test when Charlie began to shake her desk.”
Jack and Aimee glanced at one another.
 “I know what you’re thinking,” Mrs. Hutchins continued. “And I’ll admit, the idea of a child as small as Charlotte being able to shake her desk while sitting in it is, well, a bit like a magic trick. But her teacher insists it happened. She said the desk was shaking like an old washer on its spin cycle.”
 “How can that be possible?” Aimee asked. Mrs. Hutchins shook her head, unfolding her hands to show Aimee that she didn’t have a solid answer.
 “Mrs. Winter, I’m not a physicist, I’m an elementary school principal. All I know is that Charlotte disrupted an entire class, and when she was asked to stop she continued, which resulted in my calling you here today.”
 “Did anything else happen?” Jack asked after a moment. “Other than the desk?” Like spinning heads and homicide?
Mrs. Hutchins cleared her throat and raised an eyebrow. “Funny you should ask,” she said. “Shortly after Charlotte was told to come see me she had an outburst.”
 “An outburst,” Jack repeated.
 “She called her teacher a name,” Mrs. Hutchins explained. “A vulgar name… one that I’d rather not imagine her learning at home.”
 “What did she say?” he asked, but Hutchins snorted at his question.
 “Mr. Winter, I’m not about to repeat profanity, even if it came from a six-year-old girl.”
 “She’s been having problems,” Aimee explained. “We’ve taken her to a therapist.”
 “I see.” Hutchins sounded less than interested. “Mr. and Mrs. Winter, under advice from Charlotte’s teacher, we feel that Charlotte should take a few days off.”
 “A few days off?” Aimee shook her head. “Charlie just missed a few days last week. She can’t take any more time off of school. It’s just—”
 “Unfortunately, the decision has already been made.”
Aimee’s eyes lit up with defiance. “Are you suspending my daughter?” she challenged.
 “We don’t like to call it a suspension,” Hutchins explained. “It’s just a break until Monday.”
Incensed, Aimee stood with a glare. “She needs normalcy,” she said. “Something that you’re about to deny her.” Hutchins opened her mouth to offer a rebuttal, but Aimee cut her off mid-breath. “If my daughter’s condition worsens because of this little ‘break’…” She paused, considering her words carefully. “I’ll hold you personally responsible.”
Again, Hutchins was about to speak, but Aimee persisted.
 “We may not have a lot of money, and maybe that’s where you get off,” she said. “I’m sure you have a picture-perfect house built off stolen lunch money, but let’s make one thing perfectly clear.”
Jack blinked at his wife. He was stunned into stillness.
 “If this affects Charlotte badly, you’ll be hearing from my lawyer—and I don’t have a lawyer, Mrs. Hutchins, but believe me when I say I’ll hire one. I’ll pay one just to help me dig your grave.”
Aimee turned on the balls of her feet and marched out of the office, leaving Jack to stare at a wide-eyed principal left speechless in Aimee Winter’s wake. Jack slowly rose from his seat, cleared his throat, and offered Hutchins a slight nod.
 “Have a nice day,” he told her, then rushed to follow after Aimee, desperate to get out of that office before the laughter burst from his throat.
 
Aimee was livid, and her anger didn’t stop with the principal. As soon as Charlie was strapped into her seat and the Oldsmobile was rolling along the street, she launched into a tirade that extended to both her husband and daughter.
 “What were you thinking?” she snapped at Charlie. “During a test, Charlie? Are you serious?”
 “I didn’t do anything!” Charlie insisted, but Aimee was too angry to listen. She turned her attention to Jack instead.
 “And you,” she began. “You just sat there and took that woman’s bullshit.”
 “You handled the situation like a champ,” he told her, but it just made Aimee more upset.
 “That isn’t the point and you know it. The point is that I shouldn’t have had to handle the situation. You’re the man. You’re the one who’s supposed to stand up to that… that tyrant.”
 “Charlie interrupted the entire class,” Jack reminded her.
 “I didn’t do it!” Charlie yelled from the backseat.
 “Are you taking her side?” Aimee looked flabbergasted. “You think this is the right course of action?”
 “I’m not saying it’s the right course of action…”
 “It certainly sounds like that’s what you’re saying.”
 “What’s done is done. Maybe this is a good thing.”
 “A good thing? Charlie missing more school is a good thing? Please explain to me how that’s possible.”
 “I don’t know how it’s a good thing,” he told her. “I’m just trying to be optimistic.”
 “Well thank you for that bit of sunshine, but your optimism isn’t going to fix things,” she told him, and she was right. He could hope for the best, he could convince Aimee and maybe even himself that Charlie was having some sort of mental break, he could even tell himself that it was all in his head, that he was the one who was imagining things, replaying his own childhood nightmare like some TV rerun. But none of that would change anything. Nothing he did would save Charlie from what he knew was torturing her. Nothing would save her because nothing had saved him.
The realization hit him head-on, like a bullet train on a one-way track. Steering the car toward the house, he was suddenly overtaken by a wave of nausea that threatened to choke him. The cabin of the Olds became claustrophobic. He felt a scream claw its way up his throat, threatening to punch its way through his teeth. His heart threw itself against his ribcage, desperately trying to escape the prison of his chest.
He drove the rest of the way home in a fugue state, not sure how he managed to get them there in one piece, not sure how Aimee hadn’t noticed the cold sweat that had bloomed across his forehead. Charlie sprinted across the lawn and into the house. Aimee followed shortly after, leaving Jack alone in the car. He couldn’t bring himself to step outside. Frozen in his seat, he was terrified by his bitter epiphany. He was going to lose his daughter and he couldn’t do anything to stop it. And he knew that because it had already happened twenty years earlier.
 


Chapter Eleven
 
 
After Abby had come home from school, Jack sat on the front porch steps of the house and watched the girls play with Nubs on the front lawn. He was walking a thin line between panic and defeat. His mind was racing, trying to pick apart a situation that hardly anyone would even believe. There was one option left—one that he could hardly bring himself to acknowledge. Calling an exorcist would not only mark his daughter as disturbed, but also mark his entire family as crazy, insane, out of their minds… the kind of backwoods hillbillies that believed in witchcraft and the end of the world. Jack was sure his own parents believed Jesus would walk the Earth one day, and somehow even they had counted demonic possession out of the equation. They were poised to send him to an institution, to lock him up in an asylum for the rest of his life—they were ready to make him a prisoner of the state before they would ever lash him to his bed and sprinkle him with holy water.
But he was at a dead end, and the last thing he wanted to do was send Charlie away. Despite their reasonable fear, he’d never quite forgiven his own parents for turning their back on him. They had given up and chosen the simplest solution: to get rid of the problem, you get rid of the kid.
Charlie and Abigail raced across the lawn in a bubble of laughter, Nubs dashing after them with his tongue sticking out the side of his mouth, his ears pulled back as though he was racing through a wind tunnel. They were playing hide and seek, and despite Nubs’ inability to grasp even the simplest concepts, he had somehow learned the rules of the game. Abigail had taught him how to hide behind trees, plopping his butt down on the grass and waiting patiently to be found. In that sense, he was the perfect dog; always ready, his tail wagging as gaily as it had when he was nine weeks old.
It was Charlie’s turn to be the seeker. She stood against the side of her grandpa’s car and covered her face, counting as loud as she could while Nubs and Abby searched for a hiding place. Abby was particularly good at finding random nooks and crannies to squeeze herself into, like a contortionist squeezing herself into a tiny box.
She’d once managed to get herself stuck beneath the front porch. Jack and Aimee wiggled her out into the open right before Aimee was set to panic, ready to call the fire department. Nubs, on the other hand, while good at hiding, was bad at finding new trees to hide behind. Predictably, he dashed to the same tree every time and sat wagging his tail.
Charlie reached fifty and yelled the well-known childhood battle cry of “Ready or not,” then dashed across the lawn. She searched the front side of the house, scouring all of Abby’s usual spots. When Charlie didn’t find her, she moved to Nubs’ tree. She let out a little yelp as soon as she saw him and ran at him, determined to tag him on his furry butt and disqualify him from the game. Nubs pressed his front paws to the ground, his hind quarters pointed toward the sky—a position that assured Charlie he was ready to play. She darted toward him and he sprinted away, stopping a few yards down the lawn, taunting her with that puppy-like pose. She ran at him again, and Nubs dashed around her. Jack was impressed by how agile the old dog still seemed to be, and relieved by how utterly normal Charlie appeared.
Charlie stopped to catch her breath. With her hands on her knees, she peered at Nubs from across the yard. This time, when she looked at him, Nubs’ tail stopped wagging. Instead of running, Charlie strolled toward him, sing-songing, “Here puppy puppy puppy.” At first the call was innocent, but Charlie’s tone changed when, a few feet from her target, Nubs dashed away yet again. Nubs’ body language had also shifted. Rather than his typical puppy-like jaunt, he ran away with his tail between his legs. Charlie stared at him from across the yard, her hands balling up in to fists as she stopped to consider her next course of action. Nubs laid down, his nose buried in the cool blades of bluegrass. He exhaled a quiet whine from deep within his throat.
The game had turned dark. Jack watched Charlie’s mouth curl up into a sneer, but he didn’t move. He wanted to leap from that front step and put an end to it, but something held him in place. The old Jack sat frozen in place while the new Jack watched the hunt with a sick sense of fascination, wondering if she’d manage to catch him, wondering if she’d let him go when she finally did.
This time Charlie took her time moving across the grass, taking step after slow step, as though trying to fool the stupid dog into thinking she was standing still instead of moving toward him. Nubs held his position; Charlie continued to inch closer. When she was only a few yards away, she lunged like a predator. Nubs scrambled to his feet, almost comical in the way his legs bent and wobbled beneath him. But Charlie showed no sympathy for her loyal companion, running after him despite Nubs’ palpable fear.  
 
Just then, a UPS truck rambled down the far end of their road. Charlie stopped, waited, glared at Nubs while he panted in the sun. She waited until the truck was in the perfect position to leap again.
The dog ran from her the way an animal runs from a bigger, stronger opponent. Had it not been Charlie, he would have bared his teeth and dared her to come closer. But in his confusion—attacked by someone who he thought was his friend—he could do nothing but run. His nails clacked against the asphalt as he ran into the street, but the sound was muffled by tires skidding on pavement.
Charlie stood along the side of the road while the UPS guy bounded from his truck, yelling, “Oh my God!” with a heavy Southern twang. Abigail erupted from her hiding place, running at the truck with a strange sort of garbled scream; as though the scream was unsure of itself—as though reality was, for the briefest of moments, too horrible to be happening. Jack was off those steps right along with her, but Abby had become the fastest runner in all of Louisiana. She outran her father and reached the truck first. That’s when a genuine scream tore loose from her chest.
Nubs was wedged beneath a tire, his bottom half crushed, nearly torn in two by the impact. Surreal as it was, his top half was untouched. He looked as though he could have still been alive if you didn’t look at him from the waist down. He was dead before the truck ever came to a complete stop.
Abby wailed like a Greek at a funeral. Jack reached for her, but she shoved him away and ran back to the house, pushing passed Aimee, who was standing stunned on the front porch step. Jack stared at Aimee for a moment before she disappeared inside the house, rushing to their daughter’s aid. Charlotte was unmoved by her sister’s tears. She stood expressionless in front of the truck, watching the delivery guy freak out as though Nubs had been his dog instead of hers.
 “I’m so sorry,” the guy kept saying. “Oh my God, I’m so sorry, mister.”
The guy eventually ran back inside the truck and grabbed a cell phone with a shaky hand, probably placing a call to his dispatcher. All the while, Charlie stood motionless, staring at the remains of a dog two years her elder without a scrap of despair in her eyes. Jack wasn’t sure she knew he was standing next to her—he wasn’t sure she remembered that anyone else existed at that moment at all. She was in a trance; a tiny zombie examining her handiwork. And as if it couldn’t have gotten any worse—that delivery guy yelling into his phone, Abigail screaming inside the house, Nubs torn in half with his guts spilling onto the road—the corner of Charlie’s mouth twitched, not into a frown, but a smile. And the voice whispered:
You sat there and watched her do it, because you’ve been mine all along.
 
Walking back inside that house was terrifying. Jack could hear Abby wailing long before he pulled open the screen door. Her sorrow was immense—powerful enough to seep through the walls and into the yard like vapor. Her despair twisted his heart into a knot, pulling so tight that his heart strings creaked. Standing motionless in the doorway, Abigail’s weeping slithered from inside her room and tied itself like a noose around his neck. The backs of his eyes burned. His sinuses sizzled with the sting of saline. All at once he was sure he was about to lose it—about to suffer the emotional breakdown he had feared since he had seen those dark, empty eyes a split-second before their Saturn had flipped through the air.
He turned away from the house, ready to sneak away until the sound of Abby’s tears were something he could handle. Then he saw Charlie standing on the top porch step, and he stopped short. She was staring at him the way she had peered at Nubs before running him into the road.
 “What’s wrong, Daddy?” she asked, ignoring her sister’s cries—weeping so loud it drowned out every other sound in the world.
Jack suddenly wanted to snatch her off her feet and throw her down those steps. He wanted to shake her so hard the Devil would scramble away in search of a place to hide. The little girl that, six years before, had redefined his entire life, now made his blood run cold. Everything about her, from her little-girl voice to the artificial innocence she wore across her face, made Jack hate her. At that very moment, had Charlotte turned and ran across the lawn into the trees across the road, he wouldn’t have followed her. He would have turned away and pretended he hadn’t seen a thing.
But Charlie didn’t turn, and she didn’t run; and Jack didn’t make a move to grab her the way he had imagined a second before. She remained on the front porch step, glaring at her father, those doe eyes narrowed into menacing slits. Her mouth curled up into that sickening smile. “Poor Daddy,” she whispered. “Sad about a dead fucking dog.”
 
Jack didn’t tell Aimee what he had seen—not the way the girls had been playing hide and seek, not the way Charlie had lunged at Nubs just as the delivery truck passed by. He was sure Aimee suspected the worst, but she hadn’t been there: it was his word over hers. For all intents and purposes, it was a horrible accident. Nubs had run out into the road on his own.
He knew it couldn’t go on for much longer. He was at his limit, sure that if things continued to escalate he’d be barring the girls’ windows, just as Stephen had barred his own. He’d blockade their bedroom door with his crappy piano until he could figure out what the hell to do. And yet, in the same instance he knew that would never happen. The longer it went on the less he did to stop it. The moment an exorcism had crossed his mind, he was assured that he wouldn’t be doing anything of the sort. He was nothing but an enabler—a facilitator of his own daughter’s demise.
That’s when the last viable option for Charlie’s deliverance came to him. If he couldn’t stop what was happening, he could reconnect with someone who possibly could. Sitting at the edge of Abigail’s bed, listening to her cry for the loss of her dog, Jack could think of one lone way out.
Go back and face the demons he’d run from nearly two decades before.
Go back home.
 
 “I don’t understand,” Aimee muttered, gathering a few of Nubs’ chew toys off the floor. “This is really bad timing.” She was irritated; while Jack had been reluctant to seek help for Charlie before, he was suddenly gung ho about it now.
Jack had lied again. He told her that Sam, his boss, had dropped the name of a child psychiatrist, one of the best… one that just so happened to be in Georgia instead of Louisiana.
 “It can wait,” Aimee said. “It’s waited this long so it can wait a little longer.”
 “Sam already called,” Jack told her. Sam was notorious for taking extra steps to set up dates and meetings. It would be less believable if Sam hadn’t done just that—gone out of his way to schedule something that would inadvertently cause marital strife. Jack was about to use Sam’s good-hearted bad habit to his advantage.
 “So call the doctor and tell him we can’t make it. Tell him your all-knowing boss failed to predict the fact that our dog just got flattened by UPS.”
 “We can’t make it,” Jack agreed, “but I can.” It was the heart of his argument. There was no doctor, no appointment. There was only Jack’s old house—a trailer out in the middle of nowhere that may have very well been gone for years. All he knew was where it had been. And if it was gone? Well, the town wasn’t much bigger than Live Oak. It would take but a handful of hours to ask around, to find someone who knew Stephen and Gilda Winter.
Aimee grabbed a half-eaten squeaky toy off the living room rug. Destroying stuffed toys had been Nubs’ specialty. He had once eaten all of the polyester filling out of a stuffed hot dog. It had clogged him up for days.
 “That’s what doesn’t make sense,” Aimee said. “What’s the point of you going by yourself?”
 “It’s just a consultation. You can’t get in to see this guy before you meet with him first. Even if we all were able to go, he wouldn’t see Charlie anyway.”
Aimee looked down at the torn yellow duck in her hand. She frowned at it—partly in reaction to Jack’s explanation, but mostly because she remembered buying that toy for Nubs not two weeks before. It was strange how quickly life could change. One morning you get up thinking it’s going to be the same-ol’ same-ol’, and that same night you hit the bed emotionally devastated.
 “And we’ll have to drive to Georgia to see him,” she said. “What, every weekend? How are we going to afford something like that? If he’s so good, how are we going to afford to see him at all?”
Jack exhaled a breath and lifted his shoulders in a shrug. “I don’t know,” he admitted. “But I have to do this.”
Aimee narrowed her eyes in a flash of suspicion. It was an odd thing to say, that he had to do it instead of they having to do it.
 “For Charlie,” Jack added. “As her dad.”
 “And leave me here with the girls.”
 “Just for a couple of days.”
 “When Abigail is a wreck, Jack.”
 “Just a day ago we were worried about Charlie,” Jack reminded her.
She pressed her free hand to her forehead and squeezed the bridge of her nose, fending off an inevitable headache.
 “Everything is falling apart,” she said softly. “Everything is completely fucked up.”
 “I know,” he said. “That’s why I have to do this.”
After a moment, Aimee issued a single half-hearted nod.
 “Okay,” she relented. “But only for a couple of days.”
 “Just a couple,” Jack assured her.
 “Daddy is going to be pissed,” she told him. “Just wait until he sees his odometer.”
 


Chapter Twelve
 
 
The drive to Rosewood was a long one—over eight hours one way, but Jack decided to get an early start and leave that night instead of waiting until morning. Getting there early would give him an extra half day of daylight, and though Aimee didn’t like the idea of Jack driving at night on his own, she was too tired to argue.
The Louisiana darkness was oppressive. If the night sky had torn itself open and bled ink onto the earth, it still wouldn’t come close to the depth of shadow that swallowed the levies and live oaks. It was liquid darkness: a darkness so heavy it blotted out the brightest headlights. But the weightiness of night was, for Jack, more than appropriate. It was the perfect backdrop to a battalion of unwanted memories; the perfect color for the nightmare that had become his life.
He remembered being locked in his room, but he didn’t remember exactly what had pushed Stephen over the edge. Something had happened to reduce his mother into an emotional wreck of a woman, weeping, trying to talk around the hitching in her throat. He could hear them yelling at one another outside his door, but everything was muffled; underwater. Jack made out a few words, words like ‘safety’ and ‘away’ and ‘not right’ and ‘no choice’. Otherwise, all he could recall was that their argument was stop and go. One minute they were yelling, and the next minute there was nothing but silence—off and on like a blinking streetlight.
Beyond that memory, he had no idea how he had escaped his bedroom. He had been lying on his bed, staring up at the ceiling, and suddenly there was damp grass beneath his feet as he sprinted across the lawn. He had been absent, maybe asleep, but as time had gone on he had grown used to losing time.
At first it had been just minutes. Then, eventually, inevitably, those minutes had grown into hours. Sometimes he’d wake up in random places: parking lots, the football field behind the high school gym. The only time it had thrown him was when he found himself in the graveyard a few acres from home. That was the night Stephen lost his nerve and hammered old boards across Jack’s bedroom window.
Jack hadn’t considered it then, but the idea chilled him as he drove on: maybe his condition was contagious, like smallpox or the plague. Maybe it had gone dormant, but he’d been infected all along.
 “Impossible,” he muttered to himself, shooting an arm out to Arnold’s stock stereo. Nothing but talk radio riddled with static. Out in the middle of nowhere, nothing survived—not even rock and roll. He could have pulled the car over and blown his brains out if he wanted. Nobody would be there to hear the gunshot. Nobody would call the cops. He’d just lay there, his brains oozing out of his skull, dead and waiting for the animals to drag him away.
He blinked.
Suicide had never crossed his mind before, and now he was picturing himself mouthing the barrel of a gun.
 “What the fuck, Jack?” he murmured, glaring at the road. He punched the gas, challenging the ridiculous thought by blasting toward Georgia’s border faster than before. But speed didn’t keep those thoughts from slithering into his ear like a parasitic worm. It was a story he hadn’t thought of in God knew how long, a story every kid knew; the tale of the phantom hitchhiker sitting in the back seat of a dark car, waiting to be discovered in the rearview mirror. But instead of it being a rotten-faced ghost in the back of Arnold’s Olds, Jack imagined a razor-toothed shadow wearing an ear-to-ear grin.
Mr. Scratch.
That’s what Charlie had called him. Twenty years ago, it hadn’t had a name.
He fought the urge, but his eyes jumped to the rearview. The back seat was empty: nothing. Mr. Scratch had more important things to do than take a road trip back to Rosewood. Mr. Scratch was busy with a six-year-old girl that, for all Jack knew, would no longer be his daughter by the time he got back home.
 
A few minutes past three AM, the bang of the screen door jerked Aimee awake. Someone was in the house. That serial killer she’d been waiting for had finally found her, and now he was going to murder her in front of her girls.
She heard a quiet bleat slip through the bedroom. Had it not vibrated in her throat, she would have sworn it had come from someone other than her.
 “Think of the girls,” she whispered, psyching herself up. If Jack had been home, she’d have sent him out into the hall to investigate, sacrificed her own husband so she could make her escape. But Jack wasn’t there. She was left as the protector.
Grabbing a framed photograph of she and Jack on a trip to Charleston as a weapon, a ridiculous though came into her head: would she beat the serial killer over the head with it, or show him what a nice family she had? As she crept into the hallway with the picture clasped in her hands, she was sure there was something wrong with her maternal instinct. All the things she’d read about mothers protecting their children, her first impulse was to run out of the house screaming bloody murder.
Finally making it to the living room, she nearly choked on her heart. The front door was wide open. She veered around, her eyes as wide as possible to help her see in the dark, but she didn’t see anyone. Telling herself there couldn’t have been anyone in the house because Nubs would have gone ballistic.
And then she remembered that Nubs couldn’t warn them because Nubs was dead.
With the picture frame pressed to her chest like a shield, she crept toward the door. Outside, the wind had picked up. She could hear the branches of the oaks groan and complain as they swayed back and forth. They were the kind of trees you wanted on your property because they were ancient and mystical, but that you regretted having when the rain fell sideways and the wind howled through the leaves.
Stopping at the threshold of the door, her toes brushed the frame of the screen door as she looked out into the yard. Out on the road that ran in front of the house, in the exact spot where Nubs had expired, a shadow lurked in what looked to be a crouch, hunched over something unseen. It looked like an animal—maybe a wolf that had crawled out of the trees to sniff at the blood-soaked road. But when it moved Aimee knew she was wrong. The shadow shifted its weight with jerky, unnatural motions, like an old movie reel hitching on its spokes. She drew in a breath—silent beneath the whisper of wind and shivering leaves—but the small sound of drawing in air did something to that blotch of darkness. It froze as if listening. Aimee’s eyes went wide when it went static, knowing that she’d been heard. The idea of this thing, whatever it was, knowing that she was standing in the doorway made her blood run cold. She pressed her hand over her mouth to muffle her breathing, but the shadow liked that even less. It bristled when it sensed movement. It reeled and shot a stare across the lawn, its black eyes unspeakably dark—twin black holes, devouring light.
Aimee’s breath caught. Her heart ceased to beat. She stared at the thing that was leering at her and stumbled away from the door. It had fangs—cannibal teeth as sharp as the points of her best kitchen knives. As soon as it saw her step back, its mouth twisted, those jagged teeth shining red with blood. Beyond its shoulder she could see the remnants of what could have only been Nubs’ body, torn to pieces, glistening against the asphalt.
She exhaled a yelp and shoved the front door closed, throwing the dead bolt into place. As soon as the door slammed shut, she ran to the window to see if the shadow was still out there, still eating her dog.
It was gone. So was Nubs: he had long since been buried in the backyard. Aimee squeezed her eyes shut.
 “You’re seeing things,” she whispered, pressing her forehead against the cool glass. But the longer she stood there, the more reality drummed at her brain. The door, she thought. That wasn’t my imagination. The door had been open; she knew this because she had just slammed it shut. Her body went tense at the thought; she had assumed someone had come in, but the more she put it together the more it seemed like someone, or something, had gone out.
 
Jack pulled over at a gas station just shy of the Georgia state line, drawn to the place by its cold fluorescent glow. The place looked out of business, like a photo out of a ghost town picture book—the kind of place you put behind you as fast as possible because the vibe is wrong; the kind of place that, if you ever caught a flat, would be the last place you’d want to stop to ask for help. But Jack stopped. He didn’t need gas—he had a half tank that would take him well beyond Rosewood—but he stopped anyway, drawn to the place by some unexplainable pull.
Fluorescent lights buzzed over two rusty gas pumps in the middle of the cracked parking lot, flickering and popping, giving the place that classic horror movie vibe. There was something cinematically surreal about it, something that matched his situation to a T.
Loose gravel crunched beneath his shoes as he walked toward the building he hoped at least had a working soda machine. He was fiending for a Milky Way but doubted he’d get lucky. Passing a grungy window, he spotted a guy sitting behind a counter—mangy beard, bushy eyebrows, wild eyes and a trucker’s cap. A bolt of anxiety shot through his veins, then subsided. Déjà vu. He’d done this before; maybe in another life.
The guy didn’t say anything when Jack stepped inside, but he did move a hairy arm to tip the brim of his hat in greeting before spitting a wad of black tar into a plastic drink cup. Unease churned in the pit of Jack’s stomach. He turned to search the barren shelves for a snack and found nothing but lukewarm bottled water and a pack of pink snowballs, half-crushed and two years beyond their expiration date. He grimaced and slid his hands into his pockets. He’d have to drive through half of Georgia on an empty stomach.
Just as Jack turned to shuffle out of the place, the guy behind the counter stopped him with a few gruff words.
 “What’cher lookin’ for?”
 “Just a candy bar.” Jack focused his full attention on the guy. He looked more like a trucker than a gas station attendant. He was huge: probably towered close to seven feet.
 “You’re drivin’ down this road at four in the mornin’ lookin’ for a candy bar?” The guy spit another mouthful of black saliva into his cup. “Must have a hell of a sweet tooth.”
Jack offered him a compulsory smile. That dirty trucker cap gave him the creeps. Something about him just didn’t sit right, like maybe this guy didn’t actually work the station at all. Like maybe he just had a key and he flipped on the lights and waited for a car to pull into that shitty parking lot so he could sink a knife deep into a stranger’s belly.
 “Thanks anyway,” Jack murmured, continuing his trek to the door.
 “You might better watch out,” the trucker said, bringing Jack to a halt. At first he wasn’t sure whether it was a warning or a suggestion. The jolly green giant spotted Jack’s confusion and continued. “You bein’ followed, chief, and you done know it too.”
 
 “I’m being followed,” Jack repeated. He had meant for it to come out as a question, but it just sounded like an echo.
 “You’re runnin’, but you’re runnin’ from something you’ve been runnin’ from all your life, aren’t ya? Runnin’ like it’s gonna make some sort of big difference this time round.”
Sourness crept into Jack’s mouth. He stared at the bearded giant, said nothing.
 “I’ve seen your kind. I see you all the time, drivin’ down the road like the Devil can’t chase ya if ya step on the gas.”
A shudder shook Jack from the inside out—a tiny earthquake of the heart. He swallowed the spit that had collected in his mouth.
 “Ain’t no use denyin’, chief. I’ve seen your kind plenty times before. Seems like the ones runnin’ are the only ones that ever stop on in here, lookin’ for an excuse to turn right around and head back to where they came from. They just tell themselves, Naw, I’m just stoppin’ for a Coke. I’m just stoppin’ for a Hershey’s or a HoHo, or maybe they got them one of those slushie machines, but we don’t got none of that do we?”
Jack cleared his throat. “Doesn’t look like it,” he said.
 “Don’t look like it because we don’t got none of it, that’s why.”
Shifting his weight from one foot to the other, Jack contemplated making a run for it, sure that the giant behind the counter would lunge at him if he tried. But the longer he stood there the more his curiosity began to itch.
 “Why is that?” Jack asked. “What’s the point of being open if you don’t have anything to buy?”
 “Maybe I do got something to buy,” he said. “Maybe what I’m sellin’ you just can’t see yet.”
Jack chewed on his bottom lip. Part of his brain urged him to crawl back into that Oldsmobile and continue to Rosewood as planned. But another part of his brain, a bigger part, was convinced this guy knew things, that he was fated to meet this enormous man, a man who could have easily been a mass murderer, if only to prepare himself for the next round of his trip.
 “You go to N’awlins quite a bit, don’t ya?”
Jack tensed.
 “I can smell it. That place gots the smell of ghosts, chief, and that smell don’t wash off easy.”
 “Why does that matter?” Jack asked. The guy exhaled a laugh.
 “It matters cause you coulda found answers there, but instead you end up drivin’ in the middle of the night to find someone here. You’re lookin’ for a way out and you don’t know which way to look.”
Jack went silent for a long while, then eventually confessed: “You’re right,” he said. “I don’t know what the fuck I’m doing.”
 “I already told ya. You’re runnin’ like you’ve been runnin’ for your whole damn life.”
 “Except I’m running toward something this time,” Jack assured him. “I’m running straight into the thing I’ve been avoiding, so that’s a start, right?”
 “A start to what, chief?”
 “A solution,” Jack said. “At least I hope it is. If it isn’t, I don’t know what else to do.”
The trucker took on a thoughtful look before offering Jack a knowing nod.
 “I suppose that is a start,” he said. “But ya aren’t gonna like what ya find.”
Jack opened his mouth to speak. The trucker cut him off with a smirk.
 “Let me guess, that’s a risk yer willin’ t’take, right? People always think they’ve got to be riskin’ something to get to the end of the story. But let me tell ya: it’s your story. The end of the story is gonna get ya whether you want it to er’not. You think you gotta go chase fate? Fate is chasin’ you, chief. But you know that, right? Better than any old body.”
Jack stared, frozen in place.
 “I’m sayin’ it don’t matter,” the trucker said. “You want to turn right back around and go home. Ya do that. It ain’t gonna make one bit of a difference. The end is gonna find you no matter which direction ya drive. And if I’m right about what’s chasin’ ya…” He lifted his big shoulders in an almost childlike shrug, his expression shifting toward apologetic. “You ain’t gonna outrun it—at least, not by my experience. I’ve been around for a long time, been sittin’ here watchin’ people roll in and out for my entire life, and I gotta tell ya…” He leaned forward on the stool he occupied, its rusty metal legs whining beneath his weight. “I ain’t never seen anyone, not anyone outrun the Devil.”
Jack’s mouth went acrid, like someone had cracked open a battery and poured the acid onto his tongue. He took a step back, one of his hands drifting to his chest, pressing against his sternum, where his lungs had gone tight and raw.
 “What do you know about the Devil?” Jack asked, but his inquiry was nothing more than a dry whisper. He was about to tell the guy that nobody knew more about the Devil than him, but when his eyes snagged on the guy’s face, his heart seized. The giant laughed, and when he threw his head back to chortle toward the stained ceiling, Jack caught a glimpse of needle points glinting inside that gaping mouth.
Jack bolted for the exit, flinging the cracked glass door open so hard it hit the outside of the station and shook. Sprinting across that cracked parking lot, he nearly lost his footing on some loose gravel, the pebbles rolling beneath the soles of his boots like roller skate wheels. Regaining traction, he bounded toward the Olds, all the while hearing that laughter boom behind him—laughter that seemed to be less and less human with each passing second.
 
After what she’d seen outside, there was no way Aimee would be sleeping anytime soon. But instead of staking out in the living room to make sure nothing came in, she locked herself in the bedroom and pulled the covers up to her chin. The wind was picking up. The walls of the house groaned with each gust. She imagined the roof being peeled off the top of the house like a lid off an aluminum can. That shadow figure was probably lurking out there in the storm, peering through windows, licking panes of glass with its long serpent tongue. After half an hour of lying in bed with her eyes wide open, she rolled over, grabbed the phone off the bedside table, and punched in Jack’s number. There was no answer. Jack was out of range. And even if he had answered, what would she have said: that she was spooked by something she wasn’t sure was real?
 “Get a grip,” she muttered, kicking the comforter from her legs, trying to reestablish herself as the owner of her space. Not the whole house: not yet. But at least the master bedroom was hers.
With sleep out the window, the only thing left was productivity. Padding across the room to the closet, she threw open the door and peered at clothes that hung from a badly sagging rod.
 “Nothing like a late-night sorting session.”
She plucked an old shirt off a plastic hanger. The hanger spun, hit the top of the closet, and tumbled to the floor. She squatted to sweep the hanger up with a quick pass of her hand, but paused when she spotted an old shoebox on Jack’s side of the closet. It was half-buried under a pile of work jeans, peeking out from behind a pair of spark-scorched boots. In Jack’s haste to leave for Georgia, he’d left the corner of one of his secrets exposed. Aimee tugged the box out of its corner and took it back to bed.
Tipping the dented lid open, she first found a small stack of family photos. She smiled. The topmost was of Jack and the girls standing on top of a levy, the Mississippi glistening behind them like white fire. In the second, Jack pushed Charlie on a tire swing; Charlie’s expression that of sheer joy while Jack laughed behind her. There was one of Jack and his band mates in someone’s basement, and one with Jack and Reagan throwing up devil horns outside the Red Door on Bourbon. At first Aimee was charmed by these old memories, shuffling through the images one by one, laughing at some, shaking her head at others. But the more she studied them the more something unsettling occurred to her: she hadn’t seen these photographs before, which was strange, because she’d taken half of them herself. She frowned, picturing Jack sorting through them in the pharmacy parking lot before bringing them home, stashing certain ones away like a hoarder.
She tossed the photos back into their box and peered at them, knowing that her discovery would end up as an argument. She’d accuse him of keeping secrets; he’d accuse her of invading his privacy. She’d yell that in marriage, privacy doesn’t exist; he’d snap back that maybe they shouldn’t be married at all. And then they’d get bored, the argument would fade, they’d quote each other for a few days with stupid smiles and gentle teasing.
Aimee grabbed the box lid, ready to shove it back beneath Jack’s pile of denim, when something caught her eye. Narrowing her eyes at the photograph on top of the pile, she scrutinized the backdrop behind Jack as he stood in Jackson Square. A greasy bag of sugar-covered beignets in one hand, a fresh fried Louisiana doughnut in the other, his grin of utter indulgence had distracted her the first time around. But what caught her attention now was something hiding behind a tree: a shadow peering out from behind the trunk of an oak, glaring at the photographer while Jack mugged for the camera.
Aimee examined the image for a long while. She was just about ready to dismiss it as a trick of the light, when she flicked down to the next photograph in the pile. There, practically staring her right in the face, she saw the same thing. In the picture of Charlie on the tire swing, the same shadow lurked in the background.
The third photo was harder to spot. Jack and Reagan posed in front of the Red Door beneath a neon glow. Aimee held the photo a few inches from her nose, searching the details of that street scene for what she hoped she wouldn’t find.
But she found it. Half-hidden by a doorframe, it lurked across the street, standing next to a big bearded guy in a John Deere cap.
Her heart hammered against her ribcage. Those photos, they were all of either Charlie or Jack.
Wavy through a sheen of tears, she saw a picture of Charlotte standing in the front yard in her white summer dress, Nubs sitting obediently at her feet. And there, in an otherwise perfect background, the darkness lingered yards away. She shook her head, refusing to believe this was the root of Charlie’s problems, refusing to acknowledge that Jack knew—that he’d known all along. She swiped at her tears and looked back to the photo in her hand, only to drop it and scramble away.
Charlie stood in the front yard in her white summer dress, smiling with razor-sharp teeth, Nubs dead at her feet.
 


Chapter Thirteen
 
 
Jack hadn’t been back to Rosewood in nearly twenty years, but as soon as he crossed the town limit, an air of familiarity wrapped itself around him. He drove along Rosewood’s main street, passing locations he hadn’t given even a passing consideration since he was a kid. There was the old Pizza Hut, where he had attended his first all-kid birthday party and learned how to play PacMan on a flat-top arcade table. There was the mini golf course where he had scored a hole in one, an achievement he had bragged about for days before Stephen lost his temper and told him it wasn’t that big a deal. The Superette, where he’d swiped a Pez dispenser, was still standing. Gilda had marched him right back into that store and made him hand it over to the manager, successfully crowning it the most humiliating moment of his entire childhood.
The further he drove the more spread out things became. Rosewood’s main street ended in a fork—a right turn would take him to the rural road where their trailer sat, hiding the secret cemetery behind it like some sort of blight. Jack came to a complete stop at the junction, hesitated, then veered right, the giant’s howl of laughter echoing inside his head.
That rural road hadn’t changed. The pavement was still as bad as ever, monster potholes playing their part as permanent roadside obstacles. The tall grass and weeping trees were identical to what he remembered from his youth. He’d walked up and down this road during summer vacations a hundred times over, making the long and humid trek from the trailer to the drive-in for a cherry-flavored slush so cold it froze his brain every time. Some of the trailers that had been parked along that road were gone, and the spots they’d sat over were long overgrown. A few of the houses were still there—some spruced up with new paint and upgraded roofs, others fallen into disrepair. A few looked like they’d been torn down either by the county or a tornado, faint signs of remaining foundations the only clue that a house had ever stood there at all. Rosewood wasn’t a place people wanted to raise their kids. It was nice and quaint and humble and had that air of classic Southern hospitality, but it wasn’t the type of place you wanted to spend your whole life unless your whole life was already behind you.
Jack passed the ghosts of his childhood at fifteen miles per hour, going as slow as he was partially to take in the scenery, partially to delay the inevitable. The road leading to where he grew up eventually gave way to nothing but sagging trees and a locust hum. There was an invisible barrier that the folks of Rosewood knew not to cross, and the Winters trailer sat far beyond it.
As Jack crept along, he eventually caught sight of what he’d come back to Georgia to see—that trailer, still sitting far within no man’s land. Alone. Washed out. Nothing but a bad memory.
Something about seeing his childhood home in such disrepair afforded him a strange sense of disappointment. The front porch, which had been Gilda’s favorite place, had dislocated itself from the front of the house and sagged into the yard like a broken limb. The porch steps were destroyed—half of them missing, the other half on the ground, rotting into the soil. The corrugated metal that had covered their roof had been peeled back; most likely the work of an unforgiving storm. The majority of the windows were broken, and the screen door hung outward on a single hinge like a loose tooth. The next storm that whipped through Georgia would take it clean off. The siding that Stephen had put up to make the trailer look ‘nice’ was rusted over and had come loose, jutting into the wild grass like an outstretched hand asking for help.
Jack guided the Olds onto the spot that used to be the driveway. He approached the trailer with caution, his hands shoved firmly in the pockets of his jeans. It was like a bad accident along the side of the road—he didn’t want to look, didn’t want to remember, but those dingy broken windows called out to him. Come look inside, they said. Come see what you left behind.
Avoiding the destroyed front deck, he stepped around back where his bedroom window had been, pausing when he spotted the collection of holes that decorated the paneling there. It was where Stephen had nailed two-by-fours to the outside of the house. He took a forward step, his curiosity getting the best of him, wanting to get a peek at the room that used to be his.
 “Can I help you?”
Jack veered around. A man in tattered jeans and a faded t-shirt stood not five yards from him, shielding his eyes from the early morning sun.
 “Um…” Caught off-guard: Jack hadn’t expected to see anyone here. “Hi.” He lifted a hand in greeting, the way they did in space movies, cautiously greeting an alien race.
 “Howdy,” the man replied, then paraphrased the question Jack had failed to answer. “What can I do you for?”
Glancing over his shoulder, he hitched a thumb at the trailer. “I used to live here,” he said.
 “That right?”
 “Long time ago. Just came back to see if it was still here.”
 “It’s still here, alright.” The guy stalked over and stopped in the thin strip of shadow that ran along the length of that mobile home, hiding from the sun. He pulled a handkerchief from his pocket and wiped down his face. “I’ve been meaning to haul this old bitch out of here for years now, but I just haven’t been able to justify the cost.”
 “You own the land?”
 “Bought thirty acres out here about fifteen years ago. It’s out of the way but still close to town. Good for farming.”
 “Is that when the people who lived here moved out?”
The guy folded his handkerchief, careful to match the ends to one another, then slid it into the back pocket of his jeans.
 “This place was empty when I got here. From what I know, it was empty for years before. Looked just about the same now as it did when I showed up.”
Jack hesitated, considering whether he actually wanted to ask the question that was poised at the tip of his tongue. It was unlikely this guy would have the answer he was looking for, but he’d driven hundreds of miles—the least he could do was convince himself that he hadn’t driven to Georgia for nothing.
 “Do you know where they went?”
It was the land owner’s turn to pause. He gave Jack a once-over, then turned his attention back to the dilapidated trailer taking up space on his land. His eyes crinkled in the corners as he peered at it, then glanced back to Jack with a curious expression.
 “I moved to Rosewood a year before I bought this property, so I’m no expert in local history,” he explained. “People told me I was crazy buying this land. People in town say it’s cursed.”
Jack tried not to react. He stood motionless, concentrating on keeping his expression as unreadable as possible. But his heart was thumping in his ears.
 “Why do they say that?”
The guy shrugged.
 “Those folks,” he said, motioning to the trailer. “The rumor is they were found dead in there.”
Jack’s jaw clenched.
 “They say it was bad, like someone went ballistic on them; real dirty, like the person doing the killing didn’t just want them dead, but wanted them good and dead.” He paused, shrugged again, shot Jack another smile, this one wider than the other. “But that’s all just rumors. For all I know, it could be a bunch of hogwash… someone making up stories, trying to swipe a good land deal out from under my feet when I was buying.”
Jack felt like he was floating, like his chest had closed up and the air forced from his lungs.
 “If you want more information on those folks, you should see a gal named Ginny. She lives in town, works up at the bowling alley. She calls herself Rosewood’s historical expert. If anyone knows about what happened around here, it would be her.”
Jack nodded. “I think I’ll do that,” he said, but it was the last thing he wanted to do. If the story was true—if Stephen and Gilda had been murdered—he didn’t want to know about it. He didn’t want to even consider.
He turned back to the Olds, unsteady on his feet, and paused beside the front wheel when he thought of one last thing.
 “They let you farm here despite the cemetery being there?”
The land owner furrowed his eyebrows in confusion. “Cemetery?”
Jack pointed to the tree line a few hundred yards away, but the guy shook his head with a blank expression on his face.
 “Must be mistaken,” he told Jack. “There’s never been any cemetery here.”
Jack forced a smile of thanks and ducked into the car. Staring at the trailer, he knew one thing for sure: if that cemetery was gone, Stephen and Gilda were certainly dead.
 
The girls tore into the kitchen for their breakfast. Aimee’s nerves buzzed. She turned, saw Charlie standing beside her, and immediately sidestepped away from the girl. Her heart fluttered in her chest as Charlie stalked around the kitchen, only able to catch her breath when Charlie finally took a seat at the table and waited for her hash browns. Aimee was scared of her own child, and she wasn’t sure whether to be disgusted with herself or feel justified.
Still somber about Nubs, Abby sat at the table with her head in her hands. Charlie, however, didn’t seem the least bit phased by the sudden absence of their pet. Aimee delivered the girls’ plates to the table, took a seat, and placed a hand on Abby’s back.
 “What would you say if we went down to the animal shelter today?”
Abby didn’t respond. She gave Aimee a blank look, then peered at her breakfast, waiting for it to crawl off her plate. Charlie was the first to react, bouncing up and down in her chair with a grin.
 “To get a new dog?” she asked.
 “Well, maybe not right away,” Aimee said. “Maybe we can just look and think about what we want to do.”
 “I don’t want another dog,” Abigail murmured into her hands. Charlie went quiet and cast a look at her mother, searching for assurance that they would, in fact, get a new pet. Aimee kept quiet, and Charlie frowned at her sister.
 “Why not?” she asked. “Dogs are cool.”
 “Don’t push,” Aimee warned.
 “I just don’t,” Abby said. “I don’t ever want another dog again.”
 “But we’re going to get one,” Charlie told her, self-assured. “So when we get one, I guess you’re going to hate it.”
 “I guess,” Abby told her plate.
 “We can get another dog, can’t we? Not getting another one would be stupid, right, Momma?”
 “Girls…”
Abigail pressed her palms against the lip of the table and shoved. The legs of her chair screamed against the linoleum. “I said I don’t want another dog!” Abby snapped. “I don’t want another dog! I don’t want another dog!”
 “You’re just an idiot!” Charlie yelled back.
Abby stared at her sister with giant eyes, tears shimmering in the sunlight filtering through the kitchen curtains.
 “I just want Nubs back,” Abby whispered, then pressed her hands to her face and began to cry.
Charlie’s expression went hard at her sister’s breakdown. She shoved her breakfast away, got up from the table, and stared at Abby for a long moment before hissing out her words.
 “He was just a stupid dog. He got what he deserved.”
Then she turned on her heels and stomped out of the room.
Shock stalled Abby’s tears. She stared down the hall after her sister, her mouth slack. Aimee sat frozen as well, her own tears—ones of panic—slowly bubbling up her esophagus, clawing at the backs of her eyes.
 
Jack couldn’t recall ever going to the bowling alley when he was a kid, but that didn’t mean he didn’t know where it was. Turning down a few streets and pulling into a rough-looking parking lot brought him to Top Pin, its sign rusted and its paintjob fading.
Inside it smelled like a roller rink; the scent of buttered popcorn mingling with the smell of old bowling shoes and dingy carpeting. Jack followed a trail of cartoon pins etched into the carpet. They brought him to the main counter, where an acne-plagued teen sat on a stool reading an old MAD magazine, a giant wall of cubbies stuffed with clown shoes towering behind him.
 “Hey,” Jack said. The kid looked up, forced a fake smile, and stood out of obligation.
 “We aren’t open for another fifteen minutes,” he said. “But I can get you your shoes at least. You with the league?”
Empty bowling lanes flanked the far wall of the establishment. The place was abandoned save for the kid in front of him and another popping popcorn at the snack bar.
 “I’m actually looking for someone. Ginny?”
The kid squinted at Jack, then pursed his lips in a pensive sort of way.
 “Ginny doesn’t really deal with customers,” he said. “She’s more of a back office type of person.”
 “But I’m not a customer.”
 “Same goes for non-customers.” The kid settled back onto his stool and flipped a page of his magazine. “Probably double.”
 “I was told that she’s a Rosewood history expert.”
The kid didn’t budge, unimpressed.
 “Listen,” Jack said, “I need her help. I’ve driven all the way from Louisiana. I left my wife and kids alone and drove eight hours just to revisit this shithole.”
The teen raised an eyebrow.
 “So please,” he continued, “cut me some slack.”
Motivation didn’t come easily to the pimply-faced teen, so Jack threw out one last bone. The land-owner had mentioned that the old trailer was the stuff of legend. If anyone followed stories of local axe murders, it was kids like this one.
 “Tell her I’m here to ask her about the trailer out on Route 17.”
Like a dog with a steak dangled before his nose, the kid sat at attention.
 “That place?” he asked. “Man, what do you want with that place? That place is evil.”
 “What do you mean?” There was another unwelcome word: evil. The answers he was looking for grew darker at every turn.
 “People don’t go out on that road after dark,” the kid confessed. “Those who do only do it on a dare. If you drive past that trailer at night, your engine cuts out and you end up stranded, and the thing that killed those folks… it still wanders up and down that strip of land, waiting for its next victim.”
Jack actually cracked a grin. He hadn’t meant to, but it was so ridiculous it curled the corners of his mouth.
 “That sounds pretty farfetched. I’d say it reeks of urban legend.”
 “Yeah, maybe.” The kid scratched his chin, barely missing a swollen zit. “But you know what they say about urban legends: all legends are based on at least a little bit of truth.” He hopped off his stool and motioned for Jack to follow. “Ginny’s in the back,” he said. “I’ll take you to her.”
 
Ginny wasn’t what Jack had expected. He had pictured a homely old girl, the kind that lives with a hundred cats. But Ginny was nothing like that at all. The woman who greeted Jack looked young for her age. Her hair was a luxurious red without a spot of grey—red like summer sunset after a storm. Her eyes twinkled with mischief, and when she smiled her face lit up like the Fourth of July. The pimpled kid left Jack in the back office, and Ginny greeted him with a wide smile and an extended hand.
 “Well aren’t you a handsome young man?” Her cheeks flushed with a touch of pink. “Please tell me you’re Rosewood’s newest resident.”
Jack exhaled a quiet chuckle and Ginny motioned to a pair of chairs in front of her desk. She took a seat next to him, folding her hands in her lap.
 “I actually live in Louisiana,” Jack explained.
 “Oh, wonderful. If I could pick up and move away, I’d live there too. Beautiful place, really. Not that Georgia is anywhere near an eyesore,” Ginny teased. “We’re all peaches out here.” She waved a hand at herself and playfully rolled her eyes.
 “You’re the Rosewood historical expert,” Jack said, and Ginny chuckled, pressing a hand to her chest, flattered.
 “Is that what they’re saying? I suppose I do know a thing or two about this little corner of the world.”
 “I’m here about the trailer out on Route 17.”
Just as expected, Ginny’s smiling face went hard.
 “Do you know anything about that?” Jack asked, but she didn’t have to answer. Her expression gave her away. She knew far more than she wanted to. Suddenly, the Southern hospitality that she couldn’t help but exude vanished as quick as a roach in a brightly lit room.
 “Oh, I know plenty about that,” she said. “But that doesn’t mean I want to spend any time talking about it.”
Jack nodded slowly. He hadn’t considered the possibility of Ginny not wanting to discuss it.
 “I know it isn’t a pleasant topic,” Jack began.
Ginny shook her head with a snort.
 “Darlin’, pleasant isn’t the word for it. That trailer is a curse on this town.”
Jack kept his mouth shut, hoping his silence would urge her to continue. Sometimes, all people need is a little bit of room; as soon as you step back, they open up like a flimsy bag of marbles. And that’s exactly what old Ginny needed—space. As soon as he stopped asking questions, she was giving him the answers he was looking for.
 “That trailer wasn’t always there,” she told him. “One day that field was empty, and the next there’s that trailer, come out of nowhere like someone had dropped it out of the sky. And the folks who lived in it…” She clucked her tongue against the roof of her mouth. “Strange people—the kind of folks that don’t really talk to anyone. Sure, we’d see them out and about. It’s hard not to in a place like this. You can’t fart without half the town knowing about it.”
Jack cracked a grin. Ginny warmed up again when she caught his smile.
 “I didn’t know them personally, but I do remember their names. There was Steve and there was Glenda.”
Close enough, Jack thought.
 “They had a little boy. Cute little kid, as I remember. Always friendly, always smiling… seemed like a happy child despite his oddball parents. At least that’s what everyone thought at first.”
 “At first?”
 “You know the saying ‘he seemed like such a nice boy’? That didn’t come from nowhere. The craziest of them all seem nice and normal and happy until some vital part of their brain fries like bad wiring. Granted, nobody really knows what happened that night,” she assured him. “But we all have our hunches, and most of those hunches point to that nice little boy not being so nice after all. That cute smiling face was nothing more than a disguise.”
Jack shook his head mutely.
 “Like a wolf in sheep’s clothing,” she said. “A mask.”
 “For what?” he asked, his skin prickly with hypersensitivity. It felt like someone had stuck a live wire into his shoes and turned up the electricity just high enough to rattle his teeth.
 “Well, if you go by what happened in that trailer on 17—if you go by what most of Rosewood believes happened—I’d say it was a mask for whatever evil was lurking behind that kid’s eyes.”
Jack had heard enough. He sat there, trying to convince himself that there was nothing left to learn. And yet he heard himself ask a question, detached and far away.
 “What happened?”
She shook her head, and for a moment he was relieved. He’d reached Ginny’s limit; the invisible line that she wouldn’t cross. But as soon as he began to relax, she started up again.
 “There was a murder,” she told him, and every hair on Jack’s body stood at attention. “But you wouldn’t be asking about that trailer if you didn’t already know that.”
He went silent once more, wondering how it was possible that he wanted to get up but couldn’t. Something was holding him down, pressing him into that chair. Just the same as there had been an invisible hand guiding him to that dilapidated gas station. Just the same as how someone had put the land-owner out on that property. Just like how something had led him to this woman.
Something wanted him to sit and listen and not move.
 “Since those folks were loners, it took the police a good four or five days to find them. The man, Steve, had some sort of job lined up in town—construction or something like that. When he didn’t show up to work and nobody could find him, the cops were sent out to make sure everything was alright out on Route 17.”
Ginny wrung her hands, obviously not comfortable telling this story—but just as something held Jack in place and forced him to listen, it seemed that something was pushing her to keep talking.
 “When the police arrived, everything looked fine. There was no sign of a break-in, and something they couldn’t quite figure out was why all the doors had been locked from the inside. It didn’t make much sense, but details like that took a back seat to what they found in there. I could talk all day and I still wouldn’t come close to describing what those officers unearthed inside.”
 “Can you try?” someone asked. The voice sounded suspiciously like Jack’s.
 “Those folks were torn to pieces,” she told him. “And I don’t mean figuratively. It looked like what they did to criminals a long time back, when they tied a rope around each limb and tied each rope around a horse, sending them in different directions. They couldn’t figure out how a person could manage to do something like that, unless the killer used his bare hands. Well, they just couldn’t put two and two together.”
She paused, took a breath.
 “And then the little boy came into question. At first it seemed ridiculous, because how could a child possibly…” She raised her hands to show that she was at a loss, that it still didn’t make sense after all these years. “But the more they looked around the more it looked like nobody had broken in, but that someone had broken out.”
Jack could taste vomit curdling in the back of his throat. He wondered if he’d be able to get out of that chair to grab the small trash can in time, or whether he’d projectile vomit across the expanse of Ginny’s desk.
 “And then came the fact that the child was gone; just flat-out vanished into the night. God only knows how young he was. Twelve or thirteen at best. Where’s a kid that young supposed to go without any parents or any money?”
Louisiana, Jack thought.
 “The police decided to play it safe and called up a manhunt. They called about six or seven different states to keep an eye out; Amber Alert and all that. Not like it would be difficult to spot a stray that young, especially one without experience of being on his own. They were sure they’d find him within a matter of days… but they didn’t.
 “They left it on the assumption that the boy was to blame. At first everyone thought it was a mistake—how could the police not look for a suspect? How could they be so sure such a gruesome crime could have been committed by a child? They eventually revealed the detail that had led them to their conclusion, and that’s when all of Rosewood—all of Georgia, really—stopped doubting and started believing. Looking through that trailer for clues, they found some old boards laying in the grass outside the boy’s window. They found holes around the window on the outside, like those boards had been nailed there to keep the kid in his room. And I guess that’s where it gets really scary.” Ginny frowned, not comfortable with the concept she was about to bring up. No use: she’d already said too much.
 “There’s only one reason to board someone up in a room like that, and that’s because you’re afraid of them. Steve and Glenda were scared of their own boy, and they must have had a reason. They knew there was something wrong, that there was something dangerous about that child, so they locked him up like some animal, never expecting that he would get out of that room not just to escape, but to avenge his incarceration. Or maybe he did what he did to reassure them.”
 “Reassure them?”
Ginny nodded. “Reassure them that they were right,” she said. “That he wasn’t human: that he was a demon.”
A shudder rang through Jack’s body like a bell. Every nerve hissed. His fingers bit into the arm rests of his chair as though he was being electrocuted—like an epileptic on the cusp of a grand mal. But instead of falling to the ground in a seizure or spewing vomitus across Ginny’s desk, Jack managed to fight the oppressive weight that pressed him down and stood.
 “I can’t thank you enough,” he told her, but his tone told a different story. Ginny’s narrative had set him on edge. All he wanted to do was bolt for the door, to run as fast and as far as he could to the point of collapse, and then maybe crumple in front of a big rig as it blew past, too close for the driver to slam on his brakes, torn apart… limb from limb.
Ginny watched him walk to the door, then spoke just as he pulled it open to make his exit.
 “I’m Rosewood’s local historical expert. You said it yourself,” she said. “That isn’t a story I like to tell very often. But you asked, and I did. So now I have a question for you.”
Jack already knew what it was. His mouth went dry. He felt his legs wobble, and for a moment he was sure that if she asked what he knew she was going to ask, he’d turn on her; tear her to pieces.
 “Jack Winter,” she said. “Did you kill your parents?”
His heart drained of blood. For a half second he couldn’t catch his breath, sure he’d never breathe again. A spark of rage fired in the pit of his stomach, but it subsided quickly, and he managed to form a reply.
With his hand on the doorknob and his back to the woman who had destroyed his entire world, Jack eventually answered.
 “I don’t know,” he croaked. “But I think I probably did.”
 


Chapter Fourteen
 
 
Jabbing the end of a stick into the soft earth, Charlie brooded as she paced the lawn. It was hot and she was bored, and Abby was just sitting there reading some stupid book. She narrowed her eyes. Had Abigail not been such a crybaby, they could have been at the animal shelter picking out a new dog. But instead they were stuck in front of the house with nothing to do. It was all Abigail’s fault.
Charlie threw the stick across the road as hard as she could. It spun through the air like a helicopter blade and disappeared into the trees that flanked the other side of the street. She exhaled a little gasp to garner her sister’s interest. It worked. Abby looked up from her book.
 “Did you see that?” Charlie asked, wide-eyed with mock surprise.
 “See what?”
 “A possum!” Charlie said. Abby made a face. She looked less than impressed and looked back to her book a moment later. Charlie squeezed her hands into tight little fists at her sides. “It was across the street,” she continued. Her tone was animated with childlike excitement, but no expression touched her face. “I think it had babies on its back.”
That got Abby’s attention immediately. “Babies?” She blinked at the news. Closing her book, she dropped it beside the trunk of the tree and met her little sister next to the road. They both peered across the street, searching for a possum that didn’t exist.
 “I bet Momma would let us adopt one,” Charlie said. “We just have to catch up to it.”
That made Abigail hesitate; she had read somewhere that possums were aggressive. Trying to steal a baby off a mother possum’s back was a dangerous proposition—but the risk was outweighed by the dazzling possibility of having a baby possum to call their own. It was such a weird idea that Abby was smitten by it. And even if they couldn’t get close enough, she at least wanted to see them before they disappeared into the woods.
Charlie smiled to herself while Abby toed the edge of that road. They stood there like lawn ornaments, searching the trees. Even the rumble of an old pickup didn’t distract them. A rusty red Ford approached, and Charlie’s fingers twitched. She gritted her teeth, her eyes narrowing to dangerous slits. The truck rambled closer, a good ten miles over the thirty mile per hour limit.
Charlie lifted a hand behind Abigail’s back. She pulled her arm backward, waiting for the perfect moment.
The truck grew louder as it approached, its engine sputtering beneath a peeling hood. It was close enough for Charlotte to make out the driver’s face—a bushy beard hung on to the driver’s chin, a tangle of hair stuffed beneath a brimmed cap.
The truck was screaming now, loud as a locomotive. Charlie reared back, but Abby turned toward her sister just as the pickup bounced by.
 “Should we go look for it?” Abby asked. Life was trickling back into her face. For the first time since the accident, she looked genuinely excited.
Charlie’s arm dropped to her side just as Abby had turned, and while rage simmered in her veins, her expression was enthusiastic—an expression a normal child was expected to wear when adventure calls.
 “Maybe we should go ask Mom,” Charlie suggested, but it was the last thing she meant to do; like she’d ask that bitch for permission to do anything. Abby shook her head at the idea.
 “We’ve probably waited too long as it is,” she said. “If we wait any longer there’s no way we’ll ever catch up to it.” That’s when Abby grabbed her hand and pulled her across the street. Charlie dragged her feet, putting on a show of little sister jitters. Had Abby glanced over her shoulder, she would have spotted a sinister smile spread wide across Charlie’s mouth.
 
Jack sat in the car, engine off, windows rolled up. For a long while he considered disappearing the same way he had when he was fourteen. His entire body felt numb. If what Ginny had said was true, he should have remembered something—but all he could dredge up was running across the lawn, looking over his shoulder at their trailer, trying to outrun something unseen. He had always assumed he’d been running from his parents, but maybe it had been something else. Maybe he had seen something terrible. Maybe he was running because he had caught sight of himself.
It all began to run together. Details started to feel less and less important as exhaustion settled in. More powerful than hunger, more compelling than thirst, the need for sleep was more potent than the horror that swirled through his brain. He slouched in the driver’s seat and closed his eyes, wanting nothing more than an hour or two to doze, to recalibrate.
Less than ten minutes into his nap, his cell screamed as loud as a hurricane siren.
He didn’t get a chance to say hello. As soon as he picked up, Aimee’s frantic crying drummed against his ear. She was sobbing, choking on her words, trying to form sentences around the gasps catching in her throat. A sour sense of dread stirred in Jack’s stomach. He’d heard this panic before. This was his mother’s panic. This was the sound of Gilda trying to explain why Stephen needed to lock Jack away.
 “Jack,” Aimee sobbed. “Jack, are you there?”
 “I’m here,” he said, and she cried harder. He waited, knowing the news would leech out of her like a toxin.
 “Abigail is gone,” she wept. “Jack, Charlie took her. Abigail is gone.”
 
Jack flew down the highway toward Louisiana. His foot mashed the gas pedal against the floorboard. The engine rumbled with a surprising amount of muscle, like a sleeping Formula One car that had been disguised as a boring family sedan its entire life. Jack was doing one hundred and ten along a two lane road, the double yellow line blurring into an arrow, pointing him in the right direction. Driving as fast as the Devil himself, he wondered how the car managed to stay on the road, how it hadn’t veered off onto an embankment where the police would find him, collapsed skull and ribs poking through his chest like the flayed bones of a fancy roast. The faster he drove the more clearly he could see the twists and turns ahead of him. It was like some sort of high-speed intuition, a racer’s third eye.
It was’t him. Jack was very aware that he wasn’t the one keeping that car on the road. He was just a passenger. Someone else was driving him home.
He made it back to Live Oak in five and a half hours instead of eight—all done without passing a single police officer or filling up the gas tank. When he pulled up to the house, the tank had been dry for a good thirty miles, but the Olds kept rolling. The street was lined with Louisiana State Troopers, their lights flashing red and blue in a surreal sort of silence.
Jack parked the Olds halfway on the lawn and left the driver door open, running up the porch steps and into the house. Aimee was on the couch, a box of tissues balanced on her knees. Her face was swollen, as though she’d just climbed out of the boxing ring. When she saw Jack step through the door, she abandoned the officer asking her questions and threw herself at him. Dismissing her anger, her betrayal, as soon as her arms were around him she exploded into a fit of choking sobs.
 “They’re gone,” she shrieked. “She took her, I know she did!”
The police turned their attention to Jack. Spotting a calm, collected member of the family, they flocked to him like mosquitoes to stagnant water.
 “Mister Winter?”
Jack pried Aimee off of himself despite her protests and led her back to the couch. She settled into quiet whimpering, fisting handfuls of tissues against her eyes.
 “Mister Winter, are you aware of the situation?” the officer asked. His name was engraved on a shiny gold nametag clipped to the pocket of his starched shirt. Marvin.
 “Yes.” Jack paused. “Sort of.”
 “Mister Winter, your wife has informed us that both of your daughters are missing,” Marvin told him, shooting for a tone between sympathetic and professional. He wasn’t very good at it, and he looked a little unsure of himself as he stood there, rehashing what he knew. “It’s of my understanding that the girls are six and ten years of age, is that correct?”
 “Yes,” Jack replied.
Cops wandered around the house, taking notes, chatting in low tones. Jack felt like a guy on a tiny island, sharks circling his little patch of land. His thoughts drifted to his own crime, worried that someone would recognize his first name. Why hadn’t the police found him? He had been a stupid kid, not hiding, not even knowing he had done anything wrong save for running away. It didn’t make sense.
It doesn’t have to make sense, he told himself. It doesn’t have anything to do with you.
 “Your wife: she’s understandably beside herself,” Marvin said. “We’ve had a time getting her to cooperate with us.”
But maybe now they’d figure it out. They’d realize who he was—a murderer, a guy who hacked up his parents like cheap meat for a dog’s dinner. He was a psychopath. A lunatic. He’d be put away for life.
 “Mister Winter?”
For life.
 “Mister Winter, I understand this is a difficult situation, but the more information we get about your daughters, and the faster we do it-”
 “Sorry.” Jack shook his head. “Sure, you’re right… I’m just a little freaked out.”
Marvin nodded, motioned for Jack to join him at the kitchen table. Jack took his usual seat while Marvin took Charlie’s chair: the chair that had skidded across the kitchen before tipping sideways, Mr. Scratch smiling a jagged smile, wearing Charlie’s face like a mask.
 “Do you have any recent photos of the girls?” Marvin asked. There had been plenty of photos around the house when Jack had left—pictures of the girls playing in the yard, the girls sitting at the base of a Christmas tree at their grandparent’s house. His favorite had always rested atop his piano. It was photo of Charlie dressed in her rocker wear, singing ‘Don’t Stop Believin’’ into a pink plastic microphone. Officer Marvin’s question told him that those pictures were no longer where they used to be.
 “Give me a minute,” Jack said and excused himself, stepping into the master bedroom, assuming it was where Aimee had tossed all of those framed photos in a fit of panicky rage. But rather than finding a bed piled with family photographs, he found an empty shoe box instead. Beside it were the photos he’d been squirreling away over time, the photos he didn’t want Aimee to see. Those secret photos were scattered across the bed, mere shadows of what they had been, torn to shreds by an inconsolable mother who was spiraling into the depth of maternal despair.
Seeing his secret uncovered, rage boiled up within him. Aimee had crossed the line. She knows was all he could think. And Aimee knowing was against the rules.
Closing the door behind him, Jack returned to the kitchen table and drew out his wallet. He plucked a small photograph of the girls from the plastic sleeve that held his driver’s license and handed it over. Marvin hesitantly took it before posing another question.
 “Anything bigger?” he asked, thumbing the tiny snapshot.
 “We have plenty bigger,” Jack confessed. “But they all seem to be missing.”
Marvin looked confused and Jack nodded toward the living room, signaling that the whimpering woman in the opposite room was the culprit. Marvin had never come across such a reaction, but he nodded, placing the photo on the table next to his clipboard, resolving to make do with what he’d been given.
 “Mister Winter, your wife… she’s in a bad way,” Marvin said, then paused, weighing his words. “She has, however, had her lucid moments.” Again he stalled, puckering his lips, searching for a delicate way to rephrase what Aimee had wailed at the police when they had arrived. “The first thing she said to us when we arrived was that your daughter, Abigail, had been abducted.”
Jack said nothing. He simply offered Marvin a faint nod of his head to continue.
 “Then it turned out that it wasn’t just Abigail who was missing, but also your youngest, Charlotte.” Marvin was hitching like an old pickup with a bad spark plug. The words trickled out of him with painful reservation. Eventually, he exhaled a sigh and leveled his gaze on Jack, leaning forward, closing some of the distance between them to speak under his breath. “Mister Winter…”
 “Jack.”
 “…Jack, can I level with you?”
Jack nodded again, and Marvin glanced over his shoulder before proceeding.
 “When we showed up, it appeared that from what your wife told us, she was convinced that Charlotte was the one who had abducted Abigail. Do you…” He shook his head, trying to make sense of it. “…do you have any idea why she would have come to that conclusion?”
Jack leaned back in his chair and sucked a breath in through his nose. For a flash of a second he considered tearing the seam on his dark secret, considered telling Marvin and his band of merry men that Charlie wasn’t Charlie anymore, just like he hadn’t been Jack on that fateful summer night in the nowhere town of Rosewood. He pictured Marvin’s face while calling out its names: Devil, Satan, Lucifer, demon. He imagined the officer’s expression twisting in silent disgust before his cheeks turned red like a drunk’s. That’s when Marvin would throw his head back and exhale a boom of laughter, dismissing the entire thing as a hoax.
 “Officer Marvin,” Jack said, “Charlotte is six years old.”
Marvin nodded, and Jack sat there for a moment, staring at the cop across from him.
 “She’s six years old,” he repeated himself. “She can’t even tie her own shoes.”
 “I understand,” Marvin assured him. “But you also understand that, as it was said, it’s my job to question all possibilities.” When Jack didn’t respond, Marvin rose from his seat and tucked the tiny photo of the girls into his front shirt pocket. “Obviously, we’ll keep in touch. Would you like an officer to stay at the house with you while the situation pans out?”
 “We’ll be fine,” Jack told him.
Marvin scissored a business card between his fingers, holding it out to Jack. “If you think of anything or if you find a larger photo… please call me.”
Jack took the card and offered the policeman a tight-lipped smile.
After the troopers had filtered out of the house, he was left listening to Aimee’s whimpering. It took all his strength to stay in the kitchen instead of storming into the living room, ending her then and there.
 
There was no sound save for the furious padding of his feet and his breath, which came in waves. Jack fled that trailer in the dead of night, and while he couldn’t remember how he had got out without being chased by his father, he knew he had to run as fast as he could. His lungs burned as he sprinted down route 17. Eventually he stopped, his hands pressed to his trembling knees, his head hanging limp between his shoulders. It was then, gasping for air, that he realized he wasn’t wearing any shoes.
His feet were bleeding. From what he could see in the pale Georgia moonlight, he’d somehow managed to get some of that blood on his hands. But that didn’t matter. After catching his breath, Jack took on a brisk pace toward Rosewood, where he’d jog out to the highway and hitch a ride out of Dodge. Stephen and Gilda would never see him again.
He bypassed Rosewood as much as he could, not wanting anyone to spot ‘the Winter boy’ stomping his way out of town. When he hit the highway he thrust his skinny arm out into the road and jutted his thumb into the sky. Childhood optimism assured him that someone would stop. Someone had to. Only a heartless bastard would pass up a scrawny barefooted kid. Violent psychopaths didn’t even enter Jack’s mind. In his head, he knew some nice couple would pull over, toss him in the back seat, and get him a fancy dinner at the Huddle House or Waffle King. They’d tuck him into a hotel bed and kiss him on the forehead and swear they’d protect him forever. Jack was running away, but it wasn’t because he didn’t want parents. He just didn’t want his parents. Anyone who yanked him off the highway would be better than Stephen and Gilda. He was never going back to that run-down trailer on the outskirts of town.
 “They’ll miss me,” he muttered as he marched ahead. His arm was growing tired but he kept it stuck out to the side even when there weren’t any cars coming, sure that as soon as he let it fall some phantom sedan would scream out of an invisible vortex and pass him by.
 “They’ll be sorry when they find out,” he said. “They’ll see that I’m gone and they’ll be so sorry they won’t even know what to think. They’ll cry until they’re dead.”
A pair of headlights appeared in the distance. It was an old pickup, its rusted red hood rattling on the latch that held it down, threatening to release its grip and toss that metal sheet into the windshield like a drunk girl flashing her tits at Mardi Gras. Those headlights were cockeyed. The left one pointed too far to the left like it was searching for roadkill, while the right pointed down a bit too sharply. When the truck’s cross-eyed headlights caught Jack’s silhouette, it came to a stop dead center in the road.
Jack stood on the shoulder while the truck rumbled like a tyrannosaur. He kept his arm out and his thumb pointed up even after locking eyes with the giant inside the cab. The guy’s teeth gleamed in the darkness. He leaned across the bench seat and pushed the passenger side door open. The door hinges creaked.
 “Hey there, chief, need a lift?”
Jack climbed into the truck without a word. The driver fell silent as well. Jack didn’t care where he ended up: he just wanted that big driver to drive. And the jolly green giant wearing the John Deere cap didn’t ask where the kid wanted to go, he just eyed the fourteen-year-old boy sitting next to him and grinned.
He grinned because Jack Winter had been in the exact spot he was meant to be in that night. He grinned because, judging by the dazed expression on the kid’s face, Jack Winter didn’t realize he was covered from head to toe in blood.
 
It seemed like the sun would never set. The hours ticked by with the slowness of a hundred years. Jack and Aimee kept to their separate rooms—her in the living room, Jack in the kitchen—making time inch by that much more slowly. There was a sickening tinge of finality to their division, as though they’d reached the end of something.
Jack had already pushed through four cups of coffee when he decided to try for a peace offering. Part of him wanted nothing to do with her, but the other half—the half that had loved her for so long—pushed for reconciliation. He fished a mug from the cupboard and poured Aimee a cup of coffee.
When he stepped into the living room, Aimee was in the same spot he’d left her hours before: her feet were pulled up onto the cushions of the couch, her shoulders wrapped in a faux cashmere blanket Patricia had given her as a last minute birthday present—the kind of gift you pick up on your way to a party: an afterthought. Aimee’s eyes were still swollen. Her skin was sallow. She was coming down with a bad case of heartbreak. Jack stepped across the room and offered her the mug. She didn’t take it, and he placed it on the coffee table before silently taking a seat next to her.
It was hard to know what to say. They couldn’t talk about normal things because nothing was normal anymore, and they certainly couldn’t talk about the girls because the girls were gone. Jack pressed his lips together in a tight line and finally found a suitable inquiry.
 “Did you call your mother?”
Aimee rolled her eyes and chose not to answer. Apparently it was a question that didn’t deserve a reply.
Jack stared at his hands for a long time, trying to decipher the puzzle that had suddenly been set out before them. Despite the gut-wrenching anxiety of having both their children missing, he couldn’t seem to fit one of the pieces in its rightful slot. It seemed that they should have been closer than ever while dealing with something so incomprehensible. When they had met, banding together had been one of their talents. They were on the same side of every argument, shared the same opinion on nearly every subject. But now, just when they needed each other most, Aimee wasn’t there at all. She was vacant. Missing, just like Abby and Charlotte. And Jack was half-gone, his soul being eaten away by the darkness of his past.
 “Did I do something?” Jack asked. “Is there a reason that you’re shutting me out?”
Aimee kept her silence, deeming that question just as undeserving as the last. Jack looked back to his hands. He tried to sit there, to give her time, but after a handful of seconds that familiar irritation started to itch beneath his skin. He got up.
 “Whatever,” he said under his breath and pointed himself down the hallway. Aimee spoke up just as he rounded the corner.
 “You’re a liar,” she said flatly. “You brought something into this house. I found the photos.”
He knew she had. He’d seen them torn on the comforter. The sight of them had nearly set him off, nearly sent him into the kitchen for Aimee’s butcher block.
 “What is it?” she asked. “What’s that shadow that shows up in all of them? Do I deserve to know yet? Or will I only deserve it when the police call and ask us to meet them at the morgue?”
Jack retraced his steps into the living room. The man that loved her wanted to tell her. Telling her would lift the weight of his terrible secret; it would free him from the burden of looking over his shoulder every day, half-expecting to see a razor-toothed monster standing behind him with a snarling grin. But the look on her face stopped him. Her expression was bitter, twisted in muted betrayal. He could see the simmer of loathing behind her eyes. Those big doe eyes that used to smile at him were now filled with nothing short of confined disdain. He had expected a lot—losing Charlie, facing his darkest fears… but seeing Aimee fall out of love with him right before his eyes was something he hadn’t counted on.
 “So you aren’t going to tell me?” she asked.
Jack shook his head.
 “No,” he said, then turned down the hall.
 
Aimee followed him into the bedroom, caught him pulling on his jacket. She blocked the door by pressing her hip against the jamb.
 “You’re leaving?” she asked, her tone growing more defiant. Jack didn’t look at her. He slid his arms through his sleeves and shoved a few supplies into his backpack—a flashlight, some extra batteries, a bottle of water he’d grabbed out of the fridge.
 “I’m going to look for the girls.”
Aimee didn’t move when he approached her. She continued to block his way, and he had to physically move her aside to get into the hall. Aimee watched him stalk down the hallway; and suddenly panic set in. It was her turn to get that sense of finality, to realize that this moment would forever change her life.
 “Jack.” His name warbled in her throat. When he turned, she hesitated. “Maybe you should just stay here,” she said.
 “You know I can’t,” he told her.
Aimee looked down at her feet. The familiar burn of saline flared in her sinus cavity. When she looked up again she was crying, looking so much like she had when they’d first fallen in love that it made Jack weak in the knees.
 “But I don’t want to be alone,” she confessed.
Jack shifted his backpack from his shoulder to the floor and met Aimee at the threshold of their bedroom. His hands drifted to her shoulders as a sob rumbled deep in her throat.
 “You won’t be alone for long,” he assured her with a whisper. She eventually nodded, roughly wiping the tears from her face. “I’ll see you soon,” he said, then leaned in and pressed a kiss to the top of her head.
She tried to whisper “I love you,” but it caught in her throat. The screen door slammed behind him, and she slid down the wall to the floor, sobbing like a girl who’d just lost everything.
 


Chapter Fifteen
 
 
Jack stared ahead into the trees. His first instinct was to get in the car, but just before he reached the driver’s side door he paused, those keys hanging from his fingers, swaying like a noose. Something pulled at him, like a magnet tugging a metal screw across a table. It was coming from across the road.
Standing next to Arnold’s car, he could almost see Charlie and Abigail running into the trees, hand in hand like two best friends. That slow pull assured him that he was right about the two dashing across the street, but it wasn’t to go on a lighthearted expedition. Aimee was right: Charlie did take Abigail. But she hadn’t taken Abby because she wanted her: she had taken Abby because she wanted Jack to follow them.
The keys slipped from his fingers. It was oddly poetic: instead of taking his father-in-law’s showboat into the abyss, he’d simply step into the darkness and let it engulf him the way it had always wanted. Like stepping into the gaping mouth of a whale, he’d either be swallowed whole or he’d find a wooden boat.
But Jack was a pessimist. There wouldn’t be a boat. There wouldn’t be an ‘other side’. No light at the end of the tunnel. Not the welcoming faces of his mom and dad, smiling, reaching for him, inviting him up to a bright white Heaven.
Jack stood on the front lawn of their small Southern home for a few moments longer, remembering the day he and Aimee first spotted this place while taking a late afternoon drive. He remembered how hard it had been to get the king-sized mattress through the front door, and how even more impossible it was to maneuver it through that narrow hallway. He saw Aimee painting the walls of what would become Abigail’s nursery a pastel yellow that felt like sunshine. He remembered how Aimee had yelled for him to come as fast as he could when Abby trod down the hall in a half-walk half-stumble that made up her first steps.
Then there was Charlie—beautiful, amazing Charlie, who had mesmerized Jack so fully he had been afraid he’d love her too much. There was her bubbly laughter as a toddler, her dress-up sessions as she got older; the Spongebob theme song that, for a whole year, she’d sing at the top of her lungs at random intervals, making Jack laugh every time she did it.
There was Aimee’s garden in the backyard, where she planted sunflowers that came back every year, and the way she’d stand in the full-length mirror on early summer mornings and look herself over like a surgeon, picking herself apart while Jack wondered how a woman could be so beautiful. It seemed as though his entire life had happened in this run-down house. It began here, and it would end here. Thirteen short years of bliss. It hadn’t seemed like bad luck until just then.
Jack sucked in a steadying breath and stepped forward, his back to his home and wife and all the memories that made him who he was. That magnetic tug pulled him forward like a string tied around his heart. He had no idea where he was going, no idea whether he’d find Abby or Charlie or anyone out in those trees. All he knew was that he was done running. It was time to face the shadow with the jagged teeth and hungry smile; time to look himself in the eyes and face the demon he was and the killer he’d always be.
 
If you lead a man into a fog-covered field and tell him to walk straight, he’ll walk in circles instead. The further Jack walked, the more disoriented he became. He swore he was passing the same landmarks, seeing the same scars on tree trunks. He knew that if he was lost, he’d stay lost whether he kept going forward or tried to go back. And if he wasn’t lost, he’d eventually come across the thing he was seeking. His instinct assured him that the second was correct, to disregard the first. And so he did, because there was nothing left to do.
And he did find what he sought. Spotting Charlie in a small clearing, Jack stopped dead. Something about finally setting his eyes on her while knowing what she truly was felt like a miniature death. The part of his heart that Charlie once owned shriveled into a black, brittle husk. She stood with her hands at her sides and her hair hanging limply around her face—but the face wasn’t hers. Her smile was jagged, her eyes had lost their spark, and her skin had turned a fetid grey-blue—the color of a bloated, half-buried corpse. Her lips twitched when she saw him stop. Jack couldn’t control the emotion that washed over his face. There was his little girl, his angel, a monster.
 “Oh, Daddy, I knew you’d find me,” she said with a perverse grin. “We’ve been waiting for you for a very long time.”
 “Where’s Abigail?” Jack asked, and for a brief moment he was surprised he remembered his purpose for wandering into the woods at all. Staring into the twisted face of a six-year-old was enough to make any mind go blank, but Abby pushed through, reminding him that he needed to find her. If he was going to lose one he couldn’t lose the other.
Charlie’s crooked smile twisted down at the corners, her mouth taking on a grotesque angle of over-exaggerated disappointment. “Is that all you came for?” she asked, her large eyes now disturbingly huge.
 “Give her to me,” Jack demanded. “You have no right.”
The frown disappeared, and for a moment Charlie’s expression went frightfully blank before blooming with vicious glee. She exhaled a screeching laugh and clapped her hands together in amusement,
 “No right?” She hissed, her laughter suddenly gone. “No right? How dare you tell me what right I have, chief.”
Jack wanted to run. The look on Charlie’s face, the warped tone of voice, all of it screamed Get the fuck out! And yet Jack stood frozen, half in fear and half in stupid defiance.
 “I want Abigail,” he repeated. He tried to sound as imposing as he could—but his tone betrayed him. He knew he wasn’t going to win this one. Abby was lost. She had been lost as soon as she had ducked into the trees.
Charlie picked up on that ghost of defeat, and rather than rushing him and putting him out of his misery, her face settled back into its perfect composition. Her big eyes were bright and doe-like again. Her cheeks were touched with pink. This time the look of disappointment was heartbreaking.
 “Oh, Daddy,” she said in a voice that made Jack’s heart swell. “Aren’t I still your favorite?”
Jack looked away. He cringed at the question and clenched his teeth against the answer. “No,” he said with a surprising force. “You’re not my favorite. Abigail was always my favorite.”
That malicious smile returned to her face.
 “That’s what I was counting on,” she hummed in her chest, like a dog growling right before a bark. “Maybe you’ll figure out how to get her down.”
Jack narrowed his eyes at the statement, then blinked when something wet dripped onto his cheek. Slowly tipping his chin upward, he pulled his fingers across his face. Blood. Above him, a pair of feet swayed in the breeze.
Abby rocked back and forth, the movement making it hard for Jack to see past his panic. After a moment he realized what he was looking at; Abby hung fifteen feet overhead, her small intestines looped around her neck in a makeshift noose.
A sob tore itself out of Jack’s heart, punching through his chest.
 “So sensitive,” Charlie sang with a smirk. “Funny, you weren’t that sensitive when you feasted upon the flesh of your own mother and father.”
But Jack didn’t hear her. She could have said a thousand terrible things, she could have screamed it into the sky; he wouldn’t have heard a word over the deafening thud of his own heart. His face felt hot and vertigo kept him low to the ground. He dug his fingers into the earth, scooping up decomposing leaves, trying to steady himself despite the nausea that rocked him back and forth. He didn’t see her shift, but he sensed that Charlie was on the move. That gut instinct assured him that he had to pull it together, that he had to gather up the broken pieces of his heart and his mind and glue it all together in some sort of semblance of sanity.
He looked up to where Charlie had stood through the blur of tears. She was gone, and he found himself stumbling forward, spinning around like a spooked animal, searching for the predator that was most certainly hiding, waiting for the perfect moment to pounce.
 “Charlie,” he said, her name cracking with desperation. “Charlie, don’t let it take you from me…”
A part of him knew Charlie was lost; that whatever had wrapped itself around her soul had squeezed the life out of her long before he or Aimee ever knew she was gone. But he couldn’t help but hope. Charlie had always been strong. He refused to believe his little girl would simply give up and disappear.
And then he saw her standing next to a tree with her chin tipped upward, her expression as sad as he’d ever seen. Remorse radiated from her eyes. She was looking up at Abigail, her bottom lip trembling as her sister swung overhead. But Jack wasn’t convinced. He had been strong-willed as a child as well—sharp as any kid in Rosewood—and the darkness had swallowed him whole. He had murdered his parents and forgotten it ever happened. Seeing Charlie standing like that—her expression grave—he knew that even if she was seeing Abby, she’d never remember disemboweling her sister, and she’d never recall how she got Abby’s body up into those trees.
Jack pulled the bag he’d brought toward him and reached for its bottom. Groping around until he found what he was looking for, his fingers wrapped around the handle of Aimee’s best kitchen knife. He drew it out of his bag like a knight drawing his sword, desperate for it not to come to this, but he saw no other way. It was a cycle: left unchecked, Charlie would be in this very same position in twenty years time—standing in front of her own child, devastated by the knowledge that her baby was lost. He loved her too much to let that happen. He loved her too much to let her live.
 “Daddy?” Charlie was jolted out of her daze by the glint of the blade. She regarded the knife, her face puzzled. Jack held the knife at his side, the long blade pointing straight toward Hell. He waited for Charlie’s expression to shift again, waited for that monster to show itself once more, but instead of Charlie’s face going cold with rage, she stood dumbfounded and scared just the way Jack hoped she wouldn’t.
 “Daddy, what are you doing with Momma’s knife?” she asked.
It isn’t her, Jack told himself. It’s a trick, like David fucking Copperfield. When his eyes snapped open, he half-expected Charlie to have disappeared again—but she was exactly where he had left her, spooked and confused. It’s an act. It isn’t really her.
But it looked like her. So much like her that it twisted what was left of his heart into a knot.
You have to do it.
Jack pushed on against the throbbing in his chest. He stepped forward even though his ears rushed with blood. Charlie let out a muffled gasp and pressed herself against the base of a tree.
 “Please don’t hurt me,” she whispered, her eyes wide and glittering in the moonlight. “I’m sorry if I messed up,” she told him. “I’ll make it up, Daddy, I promise I will.”
Jack’s grip wavered on that blade.
 “It isn’t me,” she whimpered. “It’s just like when you were little.” Her chest heaved, her breaths shallow. “Do you remember, Daddy?” She began to wheeze. Charlie hadn’t had an asthma attack in years, and here was the relapse, appropriately timed as her father held a knife at his side, ready to plunge it into her six-year-old chest.
Nothing could have been any more disarming than watching his little girl struggle to breathe. Her hands pressed over her t-shirt as she tried to gulp air, and all those thoughts of demons and curses and never-ending cycles faded into obscurity. Jack let the knife slip from his fingers as he moved forward, catching Charlie by her shoulders, saving her as she gasped for air. He left her to search his bag, dumping out its contents onto the forest floor, looking for a solution he knew wasn’t there. Even as the wheezing slowed, Jack continued to rack his brain on how to help her, panicking at his own uselessness.
 “Daddy?”
He jumped at the sound directly behind his ear. Veering around, he saw her standing next to him, her face flushed from the effort it had taken to catch her breath.
 “Are you mad at me?” she asked.
Jack exhaled a breath. He didn’t have an answer. He didn’t know where to begin. But he shook his head anyway.
 “I’m not mad,” he told her, crouched on the leaf-covered ground. “I’m just glad you’re okay.”
Charlie smiled, and at first Jack managed a weak smile in return. But her smile kept growing, inching up her face until his heart fluttered to a stop. It was the jagged grin that had haunted him for so long, the smile he saw in the darkness of his bedroom, perched at the edge of his mattress, watching him sleep. Before Jack could react, a burst of air pushed through his lips as though he’d been punched in the gut. He pinched his eyebrows together and his gaze trickled down to his abdomen. Charlie’s hand was wrapped around the handle of the butcher’s knife, its blade buried in Jack’s belly up to the hilt.
A cold sensation bloomed outward into his arms and legs. He swayed a little, away from Charlie at first, and eventually toward her. Instead of pushing her away, he wrapped his arms around her and pulled her close; and as the pain began to slither from the blade and into muscles that were beginning to spasm with shock, he let out a cry that made the leaves of the surrounding trees shiver. It wasn’t a moan of pain, and it wasn’t the cry of a father coming to grips with the loss of his children—one hanging above him, the other sneering into his chest. It was the cry of a child, frightened and tormented, scared by the eyes he saw in the secret graveyard behind his house.
Holding Charlotte close, Jack wept for the things he hadn’t allowed himself to weep for until now. Now he understood why he hadn’t been allowed to remember the horrors he’d inflicted upon his mother and father. He understood why he had run away from Rosewood despite not knowing what happened. With pain flaring from the center of his body, hot as the sun, and the soft pitter-patter of blood pooling around his knees, he finally came to terms with why Charlie had been so perfect—why she had seemed like an extension of his soul.
She had been made for him; made for this.
Like a villain putting on a disguise, that wickedness had waited in the shadows, its eye on the finishing move.
This was checkmate.
Jack never had a chance.
When the knife twisted, a gasp escaped his throat. He looked into his baby girl’s eyes as she pulled the blade from his belly. The slow drip of blood was replaced by a thin, steady stream. The pain that shot through his head was enough to sway his attention from the cold ache of his stomach.
He felt himself slipping. His knees gave out. He collapsed onto his side in the rotting leaves. Struggling to right himself, all he managed to do was cover his hands in his own blood, leaving his palms slick and warm with the assurance that this was really the end. The hot iron pressed against his brain, blinding him with pain, but not before he spotted the headstones that surrounded him—the rusted wrought-iron fence that caged him in as he died. In a final moment of clarity, Jack looked up to the six-year-old standing above him, that knife held tight in her right hand, and he asked her the first thing that came to mind.
 “Why?”
It seemed so stupid, so cliché, but Jack suddenly understood why all of the dying characters in all the movies asked that very thing. It was the last grasp for an answer, the last chance for understanding. Everyone, it seemed, whether they were a hardened criminal or a father of two, wanted to find some semblance of peace before they exhaled their final breath. Jack was no different. He closed his eyes as Charlotte leaned in to him, her lips brushing the shell of her ear, and heard her whisper, “Because I love you,” before that blade plunged into his heart.
But Jack had been mistaken. She hadn’t whispered, “Because I love you.”
She had whispered, “Because I can.”
 
The next morning, Louisiana State Troopers came across a grizzly scene during their second sweep of the area. They gathered around the crumpled body of an adult male, early to mid-thirties, who had been stabbed eighty to ninety times around the face and chest. The wounds had been caused by a serrated knife, but they came up empty on the murder weapon. It was only after they called the coroner that one of the troopers stumbled backward, nearly falling ass-first into the victim’s minced body. Overhead, they found Abigail Winter. Officer Marvin recognized her from the tiny photograph tucked in the front pocket of his shirt.
 
Officer Marvin found himself standing on the front porch of that quaint Southern home for a good ten minutes before putting his knuckles to the door. There was no answer. He knocked again but received no reply. After a third attempt he started for his cruiser, but something made him pause. Squinting at the glare cast by the front room window, he cupped his hands around his face and looked inside. Nothing seemed out of place.
 “There’s nobody home here,” he reported through his walkie, trudging back to his patrol car. “I’m swinging by the in-laws to see if the wife is there.”
 
In a few more hours, the blood that had pooled on the kitchen floor would crawl across the threshold into the hallway. The police would spot it through the window on their second trip back. They’d kick the door in, and with their guns drawn they’d hug the walls of the hallway until they made it to the kitchen. That’s where they’d find Aimee Winter face down on the floor. Except she wouldn’t really be face down, because they’d find her head in the sink, staring blankly, her wide eyes asking what took them so long.
 
By then, Charlie would be out of Louisiana. Less than half a mile from home, a rusty red pickup would pull up along the side of the road, and a bearded man would push the passenger door open for the scrawny barefoot girl.
 “You need a lift?” he’d ask her, and rather than replying, she’d crawl up onto that bench seat and stare forward through a dirty windshield.
 “What’s your name, kid?” he’d ask, and when he didn’t get a reply, he’d exhale a gruff laugh and nod. “That’s okay,” he’d say. “How about I just call ya chief?”
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