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			One

			November 2019

			Carrol Stivers opened the closet doors in the upstairs spare bedroom, sparing a peek over her shoulder at the closed door though she knew no one was around. Deeming the coast clear, she reached up and clutched a shoebox in the middle of the neat stack on the shelf. She knew exactly which one she wanted. The boxes were stacked in an alternating, brick-like pattern on purpose, so she could pull one out while leaving the rest of the stack in place. This wasn’t her first visit to this particular box.

			She looked at the square hole created by the box she’d just removed and smiled. There was something pleasurable about the geometry of the hole and the stack itself. Like the boxes, she, too, was good at hiding a secret.

			Her eyes fell to the box she’d just removed, then the letter in her hand. She sighed with a mixture of emotions. She didn’t like keeping secrets, but this one wasn’t hers alone.

			She went to the bed and sat down, holding them on her lap while she switched on the bedside lamp. She set the box aside and unfolded the letter again. She’d read it twice but couldn’t believe it either time.

			She looked at the paper in her hand, marveling over the fantastic nature of the tale it covered. Elvey Stivers—her husband’s mother—had gone into great detail about dark spirits and witches and the waters outside her house, leading Carrol to believe that her slow descent to senility was complete.

			Named Elizabeth Gail, Elvey had lived in the old river house all eighty-two years of her life. It had belonged to her parents, and when they died, she stayed. When she married a poor man named L.C., he moved into the house with her. They’d had two children, both boys. Alvin was the oldest, but he’d died of a mysterious ailment at a young age. Years later, they’d had Barry, her husband.

			Carrol ran a hand through her short, neatly styled brown hair and looked at the window, her attention captured by the rain. It fell from the cold winter sky and lashed against the pane with what she considered undue violence. The wind was up. It was going to be a long night.

			She turned back to the letter. Shaking her head, she thumbed through the eight pages, torn from a wire-ringed notebook like the ones she’d used in high school. Her eyes fell on the closing line, written in the rough, uneven script she’d gotten used to. A chill ran through her as her eyes passed over the words.

			“I beg you, please be careful and keep a sharp eye on your son. Stay away from this place. It’s bad for you, for Barry, and especially for your son. This is no place for the innocent. Love, Elvey.”

			Her eyes narrowed as she drew in a deep breath. Over the years, she’d only met the woman twice, once at her wedding to Barry and once when her own son, Brandon, was five. Despite the lack of face-to-face meetings, she’d come to know the woman closely through the years.

			By way of infrequent telephone calls sometimes necessitated by arthritis in Elvey’s hands and a series of letters, she’d learned all about the woman as well as her own husband’s troubled youth. At the request of the writer, she’d kept them from Barry all these years.

			“His mind and heart have been touched in ways you can’t imagine,” Elvey said long ago. “I would prefer if you kept our correspondence our little secret.”

			Carrol’s eyes fell to the shoebox. She set the pages aside and removed the cover, revealing a stack of letters, every one written by her mother-in-law. The early ones were light and didn’t have much substance of note. She’d talked about the river flooding, her small garden, and new trinkets she’d picked up at flea markets. Especially garden gnomes. Elvey loved them. The weirder, the better.

			As the years progressed, however, her letters slowly turned dark, bitter, and sometimes angry. Sometimes she called Brandon by the wrong name. Sometimes she rambled about “things that she could not control.” She also talked about the garden gnomes she’d collected, saying they were good luck charms and “the bearer of truth.”

			The only constant was that she received them on Tuesdays. Elvey knew her son was a banker and that they occasionally took Mondays off and usually played golf on Wednesdays. Every banker, she insisted, worked on Tuesday. “That’s when they really screw you over, on Tuesdays,” she once said.

			Mailing the letters so that they arrived on Tuesday made sure there was virtually no chance of Barry intercepting the mail. For her, it was vital that he not find out about the letters. There was a deep animosity between them that Carrol couldn’t wrap her head around, but there was also a little fear too.

			The old woman was undoubtedly lonely. Although she often expressed her joy that her son and his family never visited, Carrol thought there had to be pain as well. She thought it was a very strange family dynamic, being very close to her own parents. In the early days of their marriage, she’d made attempts to bridge the divide but gave up after years of disappointment.

			The current situation did, however, make the holidays easier. They always went to her parents for Thanksgiving and Christmas, and she loved it. Brandon loved it. Barry liked her father’s expensive booze.

			Carrol pushed her hand through her hair again, sweeping a few loose strands from her face. Her hand went to the letter, picking it up as if it were an ancient parchment.

			“This may be my last letter. I haven’t felt well lately, and the cold has put a pain in my chest that won’t go away.”

			Carrol shook her head. She hated it when old people predicted their own death, considering it a cry for attention. Her eyes darted back and forth across the lines, reading the letter for the third time and hoping to make sense of it. 

			When she finished, a hand went to her mouth, covering it as she stared at the pages in disbelief. It still sounded like the ramblings of a lonely, senile old woman. Witches and haunted mud and spirits that stirred the waters. It sounded like so much backwoods voodoo to her.

			She’d read and heard about black magic practitioners in and around New Orleans and other places, but this was Alabama, and that sort of thing just didn’t happen here. Hell, she thought, even in the swamps of Louisiana, it was most likely all superstition or just plain old ignorance.

			Her shoulders slumped as she imagined the old woman sitting in her little shack alone, widowed many years ago, and then abandoned by her only living son. Carrol imagined her in a ratty housecoat, sitting beneath a lone lamp, scratching out the letters in the dead of night. 

			“Things move in the shadows, Carrol. They think I can’t see them, but I can.”

			How could she not be bitter and angry? Especially with the long winter nights and the gloomy weather. An old woman, watching the ever-present threat of being flooded by an unchecked river, frail and alone. Scared.

			“The bastards hate me because I keep people away from the waters. Away from them.”

			Add in advanced age, and it was the perfect scenario for fantastic stories of ghosts and witches. Like forecasting her own death, it was all a cry for help from a desperate woman.

			“I hope you never find yourself in this situation. Fighting with every breath against a power stronger than you are.”

			Carrol sighed, shaking her head. She folded the letter and slipped it back into the envelope it came in, determined to respond quickly. She’d fill her letter with bright, happy news in hopes of lifting the old woman’s spirits, asking again if she’d rather move in with them instead of staying way down there alone. Of course, she’d refuse, citing Barry’s lack of desire to “look at my ugly face every day.”

			The two weren’t close, to say the least. Elvey had written many times about the friction they’d endured in his teenage years. She’d even considered sending him to the military school over in Marion. Had the arrest of one of his girlfriends during his senior year not shaken him out of his rebellious stage, she would have.

			The girl had been caught robbing a liquor store and charged with armed robbery. She’d gotten a lengthy sentence, and it shook Barry and his friends out of their raucous lifestyle.

			In the end, he’d gone to community college up in Souls Harbor for two years before transferring to Mississippi State for his degree. As far as she knew, he hadn’t been back home since and rarely talked to his mother.

			Carrol put the envelope on top of the stack and closed the box. She put it back in its hiding place and straightened the boxes around it. Closing the doors with a sigh, she switched off the light before leaving the room.

			─────────

			“Putting the tree up already?” Barry asked, interrupting the soft sound of “White Christmas” coming from the Bose radio in the corner of the room.

			Carrol turned and looked at her husband, standing in the doorway of their family room. His normally well-groomed dark hair was mussed slightly, and his suit coat hung open. His tie hung loosely around his neck, and a battered briefcase at the end of his right arm.

			“Rough day?”

			Barry grunted. “About the same. End of the year and whatnot.”

			“I’m sorry.” Her eyes darted to the clock on the wall. It was well after seven.

			“It’s fine.” He threw a hand at the tree. “Christmas already?”

			“Uh-huh. We’ll go to Mom and Dad’s next week for Thanksgiving.”

			“It is that time of year again, I suppose.” Barry crossed the room, depositing his briefcase on the mahogany buffet on the way. He went to the bar and dropped ice cubes into a crystal tumbler, pouring bourbon over them before turning back to his wife.

			“Thanksgiving is late this year. Christmas is right around the corner, you know,” she said as she placed another ornament on the tree.

			Barry sipped the drink and grimaced. “I guess it is,” he said, looking at his glass. “What do you want for Christmas?”

			Carrol forced a smile. Her husband hadn’t picked out a gift for her on his own in years. Although a part of her considered it sad, another part knew that she had more vacuum cleaners and sets of cookware than any woman needed.

			“I’ve got a few things in mind. I’ll text you some ideas.”

			Barry nodded, then sipped his drink again. He went to the sofa and sat down with a groan. “My mother called me today.”

			Carrol stiffened as she lifted an ornament from the box next to her. “Oh really?” she asked, forcing her hand to steady as she placed the glass ball on the tree’s limb. She didn’t look around, sure that he’d notice the apprehension on her face.

			“Yeah.” He shrugged the arm, not holding his drink. “She said she wasn’t feeling well.”

			“What’s wrong?” Carrol spared him a quick glance, glad to find his gaze on the drink in his hand. She turned back to the tree and placed another ornament. A part of her always worried that the old woman would forget about their secret letters and say something about them to Barry.

			“Who the hell knows. She’s probably fine. You know how old people are, always talking about dying and crap. I think she’s fine. Probably just a cold. She just wants some attention.”

			“Maybe she’s got the flu or something,” Carrol said, remembering the letter. Elvey had mentioned a heavy chest. “It’s been going around. That’s rough for an older person.”

			“Not hardly. She never leaves the house. Where would she get the flu?”

			Carrol shrugged as she adjusted the decorations on the tree. “I don’t know. The weather’s been bad. Maybe she’s got something.”

			Barry shrugged and took another sip of his drink. “I told her to go to the doctor if she felt bad. I mean, what am I supposed to do?”

			Carrol’s shoulders dropped. “Barry, she’s your mother. She might really be sick.”

			He stood abruptly. “And she might just be putting on to get attention. You don’t know her like I do, Carrol.”

			“Maybe she’s just lonely, with the holidays coming up and all.”

			“She’s just being melodramatic. I’ve told you how she does.”

			“I know. It’s just—”

			“Just what?” Barry asked. “Do you want to forgo visiting your parents for Thanksgiving and go down there? We can eat cold turkey sandwiches, drink fruit punch from plastic cups, and listen to her complain about what a terrible kid I was.”

			“If you wanted to, I would.” She leveled her gaze at him, standing her ground.

			“Well, I don’t want to. She’s fine.” Barry rounded the couch and went to the buffet. He finished his drink before sitting it down hard. Grabbing his briefcase, he turned back to her. “I don’t have time for this right now, Carrol. My mother has been doing this kind of crap for years. She makes things up and runs with them. She’s got issues.” He tapped the side of his head with his fingertip. “Big issues.”

			“She is getting older, Barry. Old people get sick.”

			“The only place she’s sick is in the head. I don’t have time for this, Carrol.”

			She watched him storm from the room, wondering if there was any affection at all within him for his mother. She shook her head and turned back to the tree. Guilt swamped her when she considered they’d not spent one Christmas with the old woman their whole marriage. Seventeen Christmases and not one with Elvey Stivers.

			Her mind returned to the last line of the letter she’d received in today’s mail. “Stay away from this place. It’s bad for you, for Barry, and especially for your son. This is no place for the innocent.”

			She shook her head, turning back to the tree. Her eyes fell on the small round cast of Brandon’s hand that he’d made in preschool. The blue paint was cracked and faded but only served to testify to its durability. Her hand went to it, a finger gently lifting it from the branch to afford her a better view.

			A sad smile slipped across her lips as she remembered the early years. Everything was perfect. He was a bright-eyed child with a warm smile and a loving heart. Back then, he was just like any other kid in his class, with the notable exception that he didn’t talk.

			She sighed and released the ornament, watching it swing back into place against the green plastic branch of the artificial Frasier Fir.

			As the sounds of “Oh Holy Night” filled the room, Carrol closed her eyes and said a prayer. She prayed for Brandon, for her marriage, for her husband, and for Elvey Stivers. All of them presented their own challenges that left her sometimes feeling like she was herding cats.

			Carrol opened her eyes as she turned back to the box of ornaments, intent on finishing the tree even though Barry had killed her Christmas Spirit. She was startled when she found her son, Brandon staring at her wide-eyed at her. His mouth was open in an excited, silent scream.

			“You wanna help?” she asked, smiling. He would make the job more difficult, but his enthusiasm and joy would make her feel better after talking to Barry.

			He nodded emphatically, clapping his hands as he came to her.

			“I know you love decorating the tree,” she said, handing him a glass ball. “Be careful. Okay?”

			He nodded, flashing her an excited smile as he took the ornament carefully in his hands. His head tilted to one side as he examined the thin, golden glass of the ball.

			Carrol watched him carefully. On more than one occasion, he’d dropped and broken one of the balls, once cutting himself. She watched as he scanned the tree for a few minutes before placing the ornament gingerly on one of the branches. He stepped back, smiling proudly.

			She retrieved another ornament and handed it to him. His slow process would take hours to finish, but she didn’t mind. His innocent joy was what the season was about. “You’re doing great, kiddo.”

			Brandon smiled at her, then returned his attention to the tree. He held the ornament close to a limb, decided that it didn’t look right, then repeated the process on another. He found the perfect limb on his third try, then stepped back and clapped again.

			Physically, he was fifteen years old. Mentally, no one could definitively say. He was smart in some areas but struggled in others. There was more to him than the casual observer would notice and less when you got to know him.

			Carrol sighed. He wasn’t perfect, but he was her only child, and she’d do whatever it took to keep him safe. As she watched him, her mind retrieved Elvey Stivers’ warning, and a shudder ran through her.

			It’s okay, she thought. They are safe. Brandon is safe. They were miles from Elvey’s place, and apparently, there was no plan to go. She didn’t believe the stuff in the letters, but there was no sense in taking chances.

			Pulled from her thoughts by Brandon’s gentle clapping, she smiled at her son. “It looks awesome. Good job, sweetheart.”

		

	
		
			Two

			The collective voices of a hundred or so mourners singing “May the Circle be Unbroken” filled Mount Zion Freewill Baptist church, drowning all but the loudest traffic that passed by on County Road 117 in extreme southern Hillburn County. Their motley collection of voices echoed back down from the wooden cathedral ceiling to Carrol Stivers, sitting with her family in the front row.

			The people in the small unincorporated community that Elvey Stivers called home for over eighty years were simple people living simple lives, and from the looks of the crowd, every one of them turned out to see her off. The group of mourners that had packed themselves into the church, many wearing clean overalls and white shirts, shared the collective warmth on a cold winter day. Most days in January in central Alabama were wet, cloudy, and cold. Today was no exception. 

			Carrol patted her son’s hand as it picked at a small tear in the well-worn red fabric of their pew. When he looked up, she offered a smile, and his hand went limp beneath hers. 

			Although she felt every squirm, every tug at the tie around his neck, she thought he was doing well. He was uncomfortable and had looked at everything in the church except the casket in front of them. Part of her awaited a meltdown, almost hoping for one. At least that way, she could take him outside and wouldn’t have to face the guilt of never visiting the old woman who lay dead before them.

			She hadn’t settled on her feelings yet. Of course, part of her was sad for the woman. She was her husband’s mother, and she’d seemed nice enough though she was a bit eccentric. They’d only visited twice, so there was no real emotional connection.

			Another part of her was relieved. Surely Barry would sell the old place, thus ending the need to worry about keeping Brandon away. Although she didn’t believe a word of the old woman’s warnings, she wasn’t keen on taking chances either. There must have been something. Why else would she repeatedly beg her to keep them away?

			Carrol sighed, casually scratching her head while she scanned the crowd over her shoulder. Her eyes met those of an old man sitting on the opposite side of the aisle, three pews behind them.

			The man was tall and thin, both to the point that it was almost comical. The starched white collar of his shirt was buttoned tightly over the loose skin of his neck. He wore a dark blue pair of overalls that looked new and no tie. He stared back at her, his thin lips pursed, and shook his head ever so slightly.

			They know, Carrol thought to herself, sure that Elvey had told everyone that her only son’s family never came to see her. They know we’re assholes, and every one of them are condemning us all to hell in their minds right now. 

			Tearing her eyes from the stranger, she looked at Barry. He sat staring forward, not looking at the preacher or his mother lying in the casket just a few feet away. His face was solemn but not sad. Lost in thought, his eyes looked distant, distracted.

			She hadn’t witnessed a single tear that he’d shed for his mother. Something told her that she wouldn’t. He’d relayed the news to her with the same fatter-of-fact voice he used for business dealings. “Mother is dead. The funeral will be Saturday at one o’clock.” 

			When her son’s hand slipped from beneath hers, she dropped her gaze to him. He looked a lot like the younger version of Barry from when they were dating. The angular jawline, the brown wavy hair, and the big dark eyes were all from her husband. She liked to think tender-heartedness and the ability to find joy in simple things came from her.

			So far, he’d weathered the funeral better than she had hoped. The gray, foam earplugs helped to lessen the noise, but as the service drug on, he was becoming more restless. She could tell he didn’t like being so close to the casket, but neither did she. If she had to, she could take him outside and let him walk around for a while. She knew, however, that if he ever got outside, she’d never get him back in, no matter how cold it was.

			She looked to the preacher as he stepped back up to the podium as the song ended, holding his hands up in a call for quiet. The gray suit jacket he wore had seen many Sunday sermons, and the stomach it was stretched across had seen many Sunday suppers. He swiped a hand from left to right across his well-oiled hair as he surveyed the crowd.

			“How do you remember a person?” he asked suddenly, his voice filling the small church. “I reckon that depends on how you knew them. I remember Elvey Stivers as a wonderful, caring, giving woman, A God-fearing woman. But of all the battles she fought—and there were many—of all the people she helped—and there were many more—of all the things she did, I can’t help but think about all the names that Elizabeth Gail Stivers went by. Each name having its own connotation. ‘Elvey,’ to her friends, ‘Mother,’ to her family, ‘Mama Stivers’ to most of the kids that grew up around her- many of whom are adults here today with children of their own.

			“She was a woman who touched a small community in ways that cannot be measured, that cannot be told by one old preacher. She was a woman well-known and well-loved and one who loved right back in her own unique way. There is evil in this world. I don’t have to tell anyone here that.” His eyes darted ever so briefly to Barry. “But there is also a lot of good people who stand in the face of that evil. Unfortunately, we’ve lost one of the good ones.”

			Carrol closed her hand around Brandon’s as the preacher turned to the casket. He took a deep breath, further stressing the buttons on his jacket. “Elizabeth Gail Stivers, we commend your spirit to God Almighty, the risen Lord, and our one and only hope in a lost and dying world. May he keep you and hold you close to his bosom forever and forever. Amen.”

			A hushed “amen” went up from the crowd. Carrol wrapped Brandon’s hand in hers and looked into his eyes. She raised her eyebrows questioningly as she nodded, silently asking if he felt up to standing at the head of the receiving line. They’d talked at length about the process and what to expect. When they’d entered the church, she still wasn’t sure he’d do it.

			Brandon scratched his head, then tugged at his tie again. He cast a wary eye toward the casket, then looked back to his mother and shook his head.

			Carrol offered a smile as she stood. She put a hand on Barry’s back, tugging gently at his suit coat as he turned. He looked around without saying a word. His face was as stoic as it had been for days.

			“I don’t know if Brandon’s up for the whole thing up there,” she nodded toward the casket as the congregation began to stand. The crowd stood around between the pews, waiting for the family to take their place.

			Barry shrugged. “Okay,” he said flatly.

			Carrol watched him begin to move away but grabbed his arm. “Do you need us there? I feel like we should be there. For you.”

			Barry shook his head, a thin smile coming to his lips. “Why should today be any different?”

			Carrol stood frozen, stung by the comment. The heat of embarrassment and anger rose in her cheeks in equal parts. Her eyes narrowed as she watched him move forward. He walked solemnly to the casket and turned to face the crowd. Sparing her a brief glance, he clasped his hands in front of him and nodded to the preacher.

			Carrol put a hand to her forehead as she tried to gather herself. Her mind was reeling. Things weren’t great between them, she knew, but saying something like that at a time like this was simply unconscionable. What did he even mean?

			Her eyes drifted to the preacher, still behind his pulpit above and beyond the casket. He was staring at her with beady eyes, his brow furrowed slightly. When he looked away, she followed his gaze to the congregation. Everyone was staring at her and Brandon.

			“Sweetie,” she whispered, struggling to contain her discomfort. “This is something we need to do for your father. Can you stand with me? I’ll hold your hand.”

			Brandon looked at his father, then at the casket. He shrank and closed his eyes, nodding.

			“Thank you. You’re a brave young man. I’m very proud of you,” she whispered. 

			Brandon offered an uncomfortable smile as she nudged him forward. She took his hand and led him to his father’s side, putting him between them.

			“And now,” the preacher nodded to the pianist, and the first chords of ‘Amazing Grace’ flooded the church. “The family will receive your condolences.”

			Carrol squeezed Brandon’s hands as the crowd began to slowly make their way down the aisle toward them. She pretended to wipe her eye, giving Brandon a quiet “It’s okay.”

			The truth that she hid from him was that she wasn’t sure if it would be “okay” or not. She looked at her husband’s cold, expressionless face, and a shudder ran through her.

			He’s just upset, she told herself. He probably has a lot going through his mind right now, not the least of which is guilt. It’s his mother’s funeral.

			I told him he should check on her.

			─────────

			Brandon glanced over his shoulder at the stranger in the casket. He’d never seen a dead body before, except on television and in video games. This woman didn’t look dead. She just looked like she was taking a nap, the way Papa McCluskey did sometimes. Except most of the time, his mouth was open, and he snored.

			His brow wrinkled as he studied her to see if she would take a breath. His mother said that she was “at peace,” but the expression on her face didn’t look anything like peaceful. If anything, she looked a little scared.

			His eyes probed the face of the dead woman he didn’t know. Someone had applied makeup to her skin, but it looked unnatural and only accentuated the deep lines around her eyes. Her white hair, washed and set, was puffy like a cloud.

			She was his father’s mother, but he had no memories of her. His father favored her some, but not a lot. She looked small. Small and afraid.

			His mother’s hand on the back of his head turned his attention back to the group of strangers filing slowly past. Most of them were dressed in what his mother had jokingly referred to as “hillbilly chic.” He and his father and the fat preacher man were the only ones in a suit.

			From his viewpoint, they all looked tall and skinny. Unnaturally so. There were a few girls in school that were skinny, but not like these people.

			He watched their eyes, some filled with tears, some not, as they swept over his family. As each group approached, a pattern developed. They would look at his father, then his mother, then at him. It felt like they looked at him the longest.

			When they stepped up, they’d introduce themselves, tell how they knew Elvey, and say how sorry they were for their loss. They’d shake his father’s hand, pat him on the shoulder, then take his mother’s hand in theirs, giving it a gentle pat. Afterward, they’d simply drop their eyes and file out of the church and into the cold wind outside.

			Brandon turned slightly, looking back at the deceased. He gasped quietly. Had her head moved? He bent ever so slightly, examining the position of her head. It might have moved from where it was, but it might not have.

			Shaking his head, he turned back to the congregation only to be greeted by an elderly man’s face inches from his own. The man had bent at the waist, bringing his big, somber eyes down to Brandon’s level. “You okay, Sonny?” he asked in a raspy whisper.

			Brandon took a step back, nodding his head. His mother’s hand pressed against his back, but it did little to soothe him. The old’s man’s face smiled, deepening the wrinkles on his pale skin. As the smile grew, two rows of gapped, yellow teeth appeared.

			“I’m sorry, sir. Brandon’s non-verbal,” Carrol said, recognizing the man as the one who had been staring at her during the service.

			The smile faded slightly, hiding his teeth as the man looked up at Carrol. “Yes. I remember Elvey mentioning that.” He lowered his face back to Brandon, and his smile widened again. Pale gray eyes, deeply set in his boney face, stared at Brandon. A scrawny hand came forward, sneaking from the sleeve of a starched white shirt that had yellowed a bit. Boney fingers unfurled like a party favor.

			“Have a candy,” he said. His voice was loud, resonant, and his accent thick.

			Brandon stared at the golden cellophane sitting in the man’s ghostly white palm. He swallowed, nodding again. A nudge from his mother spurred his own hand into motion. He reached out slowly and took the candy with his fingertips, careful not to touch the man’s skin.

			“That’s a good boy.”

			A quiet laugh escaped the man’s open mouth, bathing Brandon in the smell of coffee and the sweet scent of pipe tobacco. He took a half step back, pressing against his mother’s hand.

			His gift delivered, the man stood and smiled at Carrol. “Mind you that he don’t swallow it. Sometimes the little ones can choke,” he said, pronouncing choke as “shoke.”

			“Uh, how did you know Elvey?” Carrol asked.

			“I helped her mind the place sometimes. It wasn’t easy with her all alone.”

			Carrol nodded absently, thrown by the interaction. She forced a smile and thanked the man as her arm snaked around Brandon’s shoulders, pulling him to her. She watched the man walk away. He moved with a slow but confident stride despite having a slight limp in his right leg.

			A long, deep, nasally “Hnnnn” snatched her attention from the stranger. It was a sound that she knew all too well. It was the sound her son made when he was on the verge of having an episode.

			“It’s okay,” she said, swiping the hair back from his forehead. “It’s okay. We’re going.” She gathered Brandon to her side and apologized as she hurried them through the crowd. By the time they got to the doors, the sounds of his distress were echoing throughout the church. 

		

	
		
			Three

			May 2020

			Brandon Stivers cringed, moaning as the Toyota 4 runner turned from the smooth asphalt onto the dirt road. The sudden change in sound inundated his mind. The roar of the tires on the loose gravel grated on his ears, overwhelming his senses. He closed his eyes and took a deep breath, soothing himself the way the counselors at school had taught him.

			“You okay back there, buddy?” Barry Stivers found his son in the rear-view mirror. He hadn’t considered how the noise of the gravel road would affect him. “I’m sorry, kiddo. I didn’t even think about the road noise.”

			“Put your headphones on, sweetie. It’ll help.” Carrol Stivers looked back at her son, smiling. Her smile faded as she turned and looked at her husband. She watched in the mirror as Brandon slid the noise-canceling headphones over his ears.

			Brandon eyed his parents carefully from his cocoon of silence. His mother said something, but the headphones prevented him from hearing what she said. The hard lines around her eyes meant she was mad. She was complaining to his father. His father said something back without looking at her. He threw a hand up and let it drop. They were arguing about him. Again.

			He followed the tilt of his father’s head and saw him looking back in the mirror. His father offered a forced smile. Brandon smiled back. His father moved his head and looked back at the road.

			Brandon stared at his own reflection in the mirror and shook his head. He was different from the other kids he knew. Things bothered him more than they bothered everyone else. Sometimes it was hard to think about the same thing for long. Nothing came easy for him, and it wasn’t always easy for his dad to hide his disappointment.

			In the front seat, his mother said something else to his father. His father shook his head and said something back. She rolled her eyes and then turned to the window. Whatever it was about, the argument was over for now.

			Brandon sighed and turned to the window. Outside, trees lined the dirt track, their branches reaching over and mingling with those from the opposite side of the road. The bright sun of early summer yielded instantly to the thick canopy, bathing the car in a diffused light that washed everything with an eerie glow.

			Brandon leaned over, looking through the windshield between his Parents. Driving beneath the canopy felt like going through a tunnel. Ribbons of sunlight broke through the leaves overhead, creating a strobe effect of sun and shadows. He closed his eyes and shook his head. Blinking lights always made his brain itch. When he opened his eyes, he turned to the side window, lessening the effect. 

			Scattered amongst the trees, dark water stood in puddles. A skim of pollen and dust from the road clung to the surface in irregular patches. As they passed one of the larger pools, something stirred beneath the water, sending ripples in every direction. Brandon turned, keeping his eyes on the spot as they passed, but nothing revealed itself.

			He looked at his parents to see if they’d noticed it. His father sat with one hand on the steering wheel, staring out the windshield. His mother was looking out the window on her side of the car. They hadn’t noticed.

			He looked out the windshield again. They’d made it through the tunnel, and the sky had opened some. Tall, mature trees staked their claim to the space, closing in on either side of the forced incursion. His eyes darted to a rusty mailbox as they approached the first house. The hand-painted address proclaimed it as 134 Darby Camp Road. 

			His eyes moved to a massive tree in front of them as they slowed, approaching a curve. The lower branches, some of them larger than his thigh, held the roots of Spanish Moss. It hung from the rough bark like an old man’s beard, swaying gently in the breeze. If the tree had been in a park, it would have been a good climbing tree. Where it sat, amongst underbrush that had grown tall, and a thick crop of briars, nothing about the tree looked welcoming.

			Ahead, on the right side of the road, a small sign caught his attention. The words “watch that child” were painted on a dirty, yellow rectangle of sheet metal. A tangle of vines stood at its feet. Some of them had already started to wind themselves around the bent, rusty pole that supported it. To him, the sign looked like an afterthought. His head turned, staring at the sign as it passed by outside the passenger side of the car.

			Watch that child? he thought, his brow creasing deeply. Not “Children Playing” or “Slow, Children Present.” Watch that child. Which child should they watch? Him? He turned further, but the sign had disappeared into a cloud of dust raised by their car.

			Watch that child.

			─────────

			“Well, it is secluded.”

			“That’s the point, isn’t it?” Barry replied flatly, not bothering to look at his wife.

			Carrol turned back to the window, eyeing a rusted mobile home sitting six feet off the ground on a series of thick, wooden poles. Nature was well on its way to reclaiming the small lot. Weeds stood waist-high in the patches of sun that slipped through the canopy, growing through an assortment of abandoned junk.

			Brandon slipped the headphones halfway back on his ears and was greeted instantly by the roar of the gravel beneath the tires. He grimaced but didn’t cover his ears again. He wanted to hear what his parents were saying.

			“It’ll be good,” his dad said flatly. His wife had voiced her displeasure about coming here. She’d been loud and adamant, but, in the end, circumstances had defeated her.

			Brandon looked back and forth between the two of them. His mother was still looking out the window, and his dad was staring straight ahead through the windshield. He sighed and shook his head.

			Tensions between his parents had been on a steady rise since before Christmas when his paternal grandmother died suddenly. The fact that they were getting a whole nother house should have made things better, but it only seemed to make things worse.

			They’d had some monster arguments lately, mostly centered on the house they were headed for. The mother of one of his friends had been diagnosed with Covid 19. He had been to their house only the day before, and that was the nail in the coffin of his mother’s argument. They’d decided to spend some time “away,” and his grandmother’s river house was as “away” as they could find under the current circumstances.

			“Why is every house up on those poles?” Carrol asked, more thinking aloud than asking a question. Her head turned slowly as they passed another lot, watching an elderly couple sitting on plastic chairs in the shade beneath a dilapidated shack.

			“This whole place is in a flood plain.” Barry pointed out the window past his wife. Beyond one of the cluttered yards, a ribbon of water slipped between the mature cypress trees.

			She shook her head with a huff. “Perfect.”

			Barry sighed. “Really, Carrol?”

			“What?” she asked. “Who would want to live in a flood plain?”

			Barry rubbed his forehead and sighed. “Apparently, a lot of people, Carrol.”

			“They probably don’t have a choice. Just look at these two. They look like a couple of real go-getters.” Her eyes washed over an obese couple sitting in the shade beneath another elevated house. The woman, dressed in a faded housedress, offered an unenthusiastic wave which Carrol didn’t return. The house had been poorly painted a barn red color. A large script “A” marked the front door in white paint, declaring their allegiance to the University of Alabama. 

			“Friends of yours?’ she asked with a smirk. Barry was a huge fan while she had attended a rival school.

			“Could we not do this again? I’m really not in the mood.” Barry’s eyes glanced up at the rear-view mirror, finding Brandon. He forced a quick smile at his son.

			“How’s it going back there?” he asked.

			Brandon noticed his father’s look and nodded, giving him a smile and a thumbs up.

			“It’ll be a good summer, kiddo. I promise. Man, when I was a kid—” Barry’s wife interrupted him with a groan. He looked at her, smiling through his clenched jaw. His eyes found Brandon in the mirror again. “It’ll be fun.” He spared his wife a glance before turning back to the road.

			“Yeah, right.”

			Barry shook his head but didn’t respond.

			Carrol let out a chuckle as they approached another house, nodding toward a middle-aged woman in a bikini top and cut-off jean shorts. The woman was watching a shirtless, heavy-set man with a bandana on his head work on a motorcycle. Behind them, a short, green mobile home had been elevated onto poles. “That must bring back memories.”

			Barry sighed angrily and shook his head. “Dammit, Carrol, why do you always have to do that?”

			“What?” she asked, shrugging one shoulder as she turned back to the window.

			“Run me down like that.” Barry looked at his wife. “Not everyone was born with a silver spoon in their mouth, you know.”

			“That’s not even what I’m talking about.”

			“Really? Then what was it?”

			“I was referring to the motorcy— look out!”

			Barry turned from his wife and slammed on the brakes. The car skidded on the loose gravel, coming to a stop inches from an old woman standing in the middle of the road. Bent over a cane, she turned her head slowly to look at them, unalarmed by the fact that she’d just nearly been run over.

			“Holy shit.” Barry stared through the windshield as a cloud of dust swept past the car and enveloped the woman. “Where did she come from?”

			“Hell, it looks like,” Carrol quipped as she stared at the old woman, her eyes washing over the faded floral print dress that hung on her thin frame. 

			Barry got out of the car and hurried to the woman. “I’m so sorry, ma’am. I was talking and not watching the road.”

			The old woman coughed. “It’s all the same. Might have saved
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