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      1975.

      

      Two social workers came to visit Verna Ayre and her seven-year old daughter, Alice. The woman and her child lived in an old Victorian house on an estate called Nine Mile, a rambling old house that was close to nothing.

      Verna stood on the porch and greeted the social workers with a big smile and a graceful tilt of her head.  She was wearing a blue and white sundress that was about ten years out of fashion.  As she moved through the house, the petticoat beneath it made a pleasant rustle. In the dining room, she’d set the long shining table for tea.

      The two social workers, whose names no one can remember, remarked upon Verna’s unusual china.

      “I commissioned it from an excellent artist in England. If you look closely, you can see that the flamingoes and playing cards and rabbits are all hand-painted.  None of them are exactly the same.”

      One of the social workers studied his cup. “My cup says Drink Me on it.”

      “Yes, isn’t that clever?” Verna said.  “The nanny will bring my daughter Alice down in a moment.”

      The female social worker asked Verna some polite questions about the house.

      “It has been in my family for a very long time, since before the Civil War. We nearly lost it in Reconstruction but my great grandmother Minnie was resourceful enough to keep it in the family.”

      “That must have been very hard,” the female social worker murmured.

      “Oh no.  Everyone was afraid of Minnie Ayre in those days,” Verna said.  “Oh, there she is.  This is my daughter Alice.”  A small girl walked into the room, holding the hand of an older woman wearing a grimace and uncomfortable-looking shoes. “You look darling, sweetheart. I made that dress for her myself.”

      Little Alice was wearing a blue dress and white apron, black Mary Janes and her blonde hair was held back by a black headband. The little girl did not smile as she stared at her mother’s guests. There was a terrific silence in the room.  The female social worker placed her teacup in its saucer and smiled her professional smile.

      “How old are you, honey?”

      “I’m a big girl,” Alice said.

      “And what do you like to do?”

      Alice looked at her mother. “I like books and tea parties and making potions from things that smell.”

      “Potions,” the female social worker said.  “That’s interesting.”

      “She makes fruit drinks in our blender,” Verna Ayre said. “She likes to pretend that they are potions.”

      “Well, she has an imagination, definitely.”

      “Alice doesn’t have many friends, I’m afraid.  We are nearly all alone out here so far from town. She has to be resourceful.”

      “Aren’t you afraid of living so far out of the way?” the male social worker said.

      “I’m not afraid of anything,” Alice said.  She directed her stare towards the male worker.

      “She is fearless,” Verna said.  “I don’t know how she’s mine.  I am nervous of everything. Would either of you like a slice of almond pound cake?  I made it myself, old family recipe.”

      The conversation turned to small talk and then Alice was sent out of the room. Alice went outside to the back porch and sat in a wicker chair. She knew her mother would leave soon for her weekly Tea Party appointment. Alice would be alone in the house with Maylene, the nanny and housekeeper. She didn’t have to ask why the official city people had come to visit.  Everyone in town thought her mother was crazy.

      Verna Ayre was sometimes called The Witch of Nine Mile. In her youth, Verna could be seen walking the sidewalks of Sardis, talking to herself in a language no one could place. Sometimes she would raise her arms and spin around, other times it seemed if she was dancing with an invisible partner. On certain days, she would sing and that was a joy to the town because Verna Ayre had a classically trained voice that soared and dipped and moved around inside a person’s head like a flock of migrating birds. Most of the people in Sardis were kind to her and after a while, they became accustomed to her strangeness.

      Then Alice was born. Verna seemed to improve. She stopped stalking the sidewalks. She stopped singing without musical accompaniment. Some people said she’d started seeing a doctor over in Mobile. She spoke to people the way she had when she’d been a celebrated beauty at Sardis High School. She took to the house where she’d grown up, an old Victorian that stood on nine miles of pines and hardwoods beside the Sticks River, a house that had been famous for its gardens a few decades before.

      Alice heard her mother say once that it was the tea parties that had cured her spells.

      “Judge Hand knew an awful lot about teas and herbs and things,” Verna would say.

      Alice had never met Judge Hand. Whenever she imagined him (which was often) she pictured a tall man with large hands, a moving eyeball embedded within each palm. She had no idea where this image had come from.  It was just one of many she’d received in her ten years of living. She filed the images away inside her mind as if they were pictures in a book or on a deck of playing cards.

      Verna was calling for her now. Alice made her way to the dining room.

      “Are they gone now?” Alice asked.

      “Yes, they’ve gone,” Verna said.  She was smiling warmly at her daughter. Verna Ayre smiled nearly all the time. “Do you need anything, sweetie?  Did you eat enough lunch?”

      “I guess so,” Alice said. She shrugged.

      “They seemed impressed this time, didn’t they? I have worked awfully hard on this house.”

      “I guess so,” Alice said. “Are you going to your Tea Party?”

      Verna didn’t seem to hear. “I didn’t show them my artwork. I showed it to the last set of social workers and they didn’t appreciate my efforts, did they?”

      Alice didn’t much care for her mother’s murals either. Verna always painted scenes from Alice in Wonderland, a book that Alice hated. The walls of the rooms of the second story of the house were all defaced by her mother’s imaginings. Most of her mother’s commercial paintings, the ones the paying public might see, were of flowers or butterflies or trees beside quiet ponds.

      There was a room in the attic where Verna painted particular things, the kind of things that couldn’t be shown to visitors, official or not.

      “If only we lived in New York or Chicago or some place with culture,” Verna would say.  “Someone there would appreciate my talent.  But we live among the hayseeds and crackers so my talent goes to waste.”

      Alice called this room the Red Room. It was where Verna went to create pictures of horror, the images that sprang into her mind unbidden.

      In one mural, Alice was a girl sitting at a bright table laid down with baked goods and tea things but in the center of the table was a silver platter and in the middle of it, as if it were the main course, was a small crying baby Jesus.

      In another scene, the Queen of Hearts looked like a young and blonde Verna. She was wearing a blood red dress and holding a bloody scepter.  The other hand was wearing the rabbit’s white glove. She was waving the blood-stained gloved hand at a pile of severed heads at her feet. The smile on the Red Queen’s face was the same smile that Verna always wore.

      Verna seldom entered the Red Room but when she did she would be there for days at a time and it would fall to Maylene to see to Alice’s welfare. Maylene made sandwiches for lunch and fish sticks for dinner with boiled vegetables and Alice approved of this. Maylene was always busy and Alice was often forced to entertain herself.

      There weren’t many books at Nine Mile.  Maylene wasn’t a reader. She was a strange woman who didn’t care for being idle. Verna’s bookshelf consisted of many copies of Alice in Wonderland and big long books written by people in olden times who were all dead.  Alice had poked around inside a few of her mother’s books but everyone in those books spoke strangely and moved about inside of carriages instead of cars. She read the books anyway because it was hot inside Nine Mile and daytime TV was just boring old soap operas.  Most days, nothing happened and there was little for Alice to do.

      Late in the summer of 1975, on the day the social workers came and left, Verna Ayre took to her Red Room. She asked that Maylene deliver meals to the room and that she not be disturbed for any reason, not even if a hurricane was bearing down on them.

      Maylene sighed and shook her head.  She’d worked for Verna Ayre a long time. Alice took the black headband off her head and placed it on top of the book she’d just finished. She went to find Maylene.

      “You finish that book?” Maylene asked.

      “Yes, ma’am,” Alice said.

      “Was it good?”

      “It was full of miserable people but it ended well for the protagonist so I guess it was all right.”

      “It’s all right if you the protagonist, I guess.”

      “We are all the protagonists of our stories.”

      Maylene murmured noncommittally.  “Go outside and play in the garden now,” she said.

      Alice walked down the stone pathways of the azalea garden. She admired the pink and white blossoms as they foamed into riotous color on either side of the path.  She took a seat on her favorite bench beneath a drooping live oak and quickly became very bored. The day had proven even more boring than most days. She sighed heavily. She looked behind her at the dense woods.

      She was forbidden to go into the woods alone.

      Alice looked up at the window to her mother’s Red Room.  The window was open and the curtains moved gently in the breeze.  Her mother would be insensible to the world for a few hours, possibly even a few days. Maylene would be busy with chores for most of the day. She was free to do as she pleased.

      Alice was ten years old and felt nearly all the way grown up.  She felt that she should be allowed to explore the woods. She left the azalea garden and walked around the house to the front door, down the winding driveway and then down the pier that led into the murky green-brown water of the Sticks River. She untied the small boat tied to the pier and stepped inside.  She knew her mother would be angry if she messed her Sunday blue dress but she pushed the thought away.

      Alice started the engine and gently eased the boat away from the pier.  The Sticks River was somewhere between green and brown, a repugnant earthen shade. The water was undoubtedly full of snakes and things that slunk along the muddy bottom. The trees were so dense and overgrown that the land looked impassable, forbidden, like the thicket of thorns that grew over the castle in Sleeping Beauty.

      Alice knew where she wanted to go but she pushed the knowledge out of her head. She pretended, as she steered the small boat through the greenish amber-colored water, that she was merely taking herself out for a pleasant summer stroll. She wasn’t actually going to find the House of Hands because the House of Hands didn’t really exist.  The House of Hands was just a vision that had come to her in her sleep.  (Alice received visions in her waking hours too but she pushed that knowledge down below where the things she didn’t want to know lived).

      But if someone had asked her what the vision had been, she might have told them something just to keep them quiet. She might have told them the vision went like this:

      There were white hands in a room, held in the air over heads that bowed. Each hand was still, not waving as if they needed assistance.  But in the middle of every hand, even the littlest ones, there was a hole and out of that hole ran blood.

      There was a voice in the room. It rose and dipped and spread itself over the hands in the air but it spoke in a language that Alice couldn’t understand. The words it spoke did not seem to be human words at all.

      The boat hummed along, breaking the still water into ribbons. She looked over the dull green trees, dense and impenetrable. There was nothing moving in the stultifying heat, nothing but Alice’s little boat.

      Then she saw it.

      She saw a wooden pier, much like the one at Nine Mile, only this one was slightly lopsided. It had probably been damaged in the last hurricane. Alice tied her boat to the lopsided pier and climbed onto its boards, careful not to mess her blue and white Sunday dress. The pier was difficult to navigate in places but Alice managed to walk its length without incident. Standing on the ground, she looked for a path through the matted woods and found it, barely visible, little more than a break in the wall of dark vegetation.

      The path had been graveled. The trees and vines formed a canopy over her head. Somewhere off the path, over the carpet of fallen leaves, unseen things crawled and hopped and fluttered through the leaves.

      Once, a few summers before, Alice’s mother had painted a house on the wall of Alice’s playroom. The painted house had been subsumed by crawling green ivy, only the windows and front door escaped its blanket of green. In front of the house were the long and low branches of a live oak, its limbs like mutilated fingers reaching towards her.

      When the path broke into a clearing, Alice saw a house and she wasn’t surprised to find it the same as the one her mother had painted on her playroom wall.

      “It’s a fairytale cottage for you,” Verna had said.

      Alice agreed. The painted house looked as if it housed murderous stepmothers, poisoned fruit or the corpses of discarded brides. Her mother insisted that the house was simply a product of imagination. Nothing more.

      The grounds were well-kept. The grass was plush and free of weeds. Azaleas and hydrangeas bloomed around its perimeter. The front door was painted a bright red.

      Alice took hold of the knocker on the red door and knocked several times. She thought she heard something behind the door, a whisper and a muttered curse, but it could have been a light breeze rifling through the leaves of the trees. When no one answered, she knocked with more force.

      No answer. She walked around to the back of the house and wasn’t surprised to find a large yard, unfenced and studded with several sprawling live oaks. A girl, bigger than Alice, sat within a swing, her lank brown hair hanging in her face.  Her feet were bare. She was dragging them through the grass. Alice approached the girl.

      “Hi, I’m Alice Ayre. Do you live here?”

      The girl lifted her head.  The arms that held the ropes of the swing were very thin. She wore a loose shift with small puffed sleeves. Her legs were streaked with dirt and the bottoms of her feet were nearly black.

      “Sometimes,” the girl said. Her voice was tiny and girlish, little more than a squeak.

      “Where do you live when you’re not here?”

      The girl shrugged. “He puts me in the trees.”

      “Why would someone do that?”

      The girl smiled. “I practice this,” the girl said.  “It’s called smiling.”  The girl stuck out her neck and stretched her face  into a rictus-like grin.

      “My mother makes me practice that too,” Alice said. “It’s called being a lady.  Watch this.”  Alice lifted her chin and forced her face into a wide smile. “I think it hurts.”

      The girl in the swing nodded. “Everything hurts all the time.”

      “What’s your name?” Alice asked.

      “You tell me first,” the girl said. Her face was still distorted by her practice smile.

      “My name is Alice Ayre, like I said. What’s yours?”

      The girl swung back and forth slightly. She stared at Alice. “You have long hair.  He makes us wear our hair long. You could live here if you want.”

      “I already live somewhere. I just want a friend. You should be my friend.  You have to tell me your name first though.”

      The girl in the swing looked down. Then her eyes darted to the treeline and back to Alice’s face.

      “My name is Alice too,” she said, brightly, as if her name was a present recently opened. “Do you have both your eyes?”

      “Yes, I think so,” Alice said. She touched her face lightly.

      “Sometimes he takes one,” the girl in the swing said, softly. “But I still have both of mine.”

      “Who is he?”

      “The Judge.  The Judge of Hands.  Judge Hand. He puts us in the trees.”

      “I have dolls at my house and there are tea parties too. You can come to my tea party.”

      The Alice in the swing just stared. “Tea party,” she said, slowly, turning each letter sound over her tongue as if she were tasting the words.

      “You can be my friend,” Alice said. “I don’t have any friends nearby.”

      “Friends,” the Alice in the swing said. She slid out of the swing and reached for the other Alice. “Come with me into the woods.  I want to show you something.”

      “Yeah, okay,” Alice said. The swing Alice’s hand was dirty and felt grubby but the first Alice didn’t mind.

      “I can call you Alice Two, okay? Because I’m the first Alice because I’m older than you.” The girl stared up at the first Alice. The second Alice was very small and very dirty. “You are too thin. You should eat more.” The girl shrugged. She was leading Alice through the treeline down a narrow path. Alice Two reached for Alice’s hand and the pressure of her warm and dirty hand felt good to Alice. Together they approached a clearing in the woods. In the middle of the clearing stretched an enormous live oak, even more bent and crooked than those in front of the house. It bent over and spread its limbs like something that had broken its back and was asking for help. There were several wooden chairs, nearly a dozen or so, arranged into a semi-circle. Each chair faced a small raised wooden platform.

      “What do you do here?” Alice asked.

      “We sit and sometimes we float.”

      Still holding the girl’s hand, Alice looked through the branches and Spanish moss towards the sky. “When you float don’t touch the Spanish moss.  There’s chiggers in there.”

      “I want you to come tonight,” Alice Two said.

      “I don’t know if my mom will let me,” Alice said. “She makes me go to bed at eight. And it gets so dark.”

      Alice Two leaned over until her mouth was next to Alice’s ear. “Please help me. I don’t want to go up there.”

      “I don’t want you to go up there either.”

      “We will come out here tonight. He will make us come out here.”

      “Who?”

      Alice Two looked away.  The first Alice looked over the thinness of her arms and legs, the lankness of her long hair. “I will come back to see you.  We’re friends now.”  She squeezed the other Alice’s hand.

      “Please come,” Alice Two said. She looked back towards the house.

      She whispered in Alice’s ear.

      “I don’t want you to be burned out.”
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            Michelle’s Memories

          

        

      

    

    
      1985.

      

      By the time Alice Ayre turned seventeen, her mother had stopped giving tea parties. Verna drank nearly half a bottle of red wine a day. Alice usually came home from school to find her asleep on the couch, her bottle blonde hair spreading over the couch cushions. Sometimes Verna would rouse herself, other times she did not.

      On the days that Verna slept, Alice would go straight to the breakfast nook in the kitchen to begin her homework. Maylene still came to cook and clean five days a week.

      “What’re you doing today, girl?” Maylene said.

      “Chemistry test.  I finished my Shakespeare paper during P.E.”

      “How do you do that?”

      “The coaches don’t care what I do. They think I’m a lost cause.”

      “Don’t everybody think you’re a lost cause?”

      “Pretty much but I don’t care.”

      Maylene took a Dutch oven out of the oven. “You ain’t no lost cause.”

      “You know I hate the word ain’t, right?”

      “Since when do I care what words you hate?”

      “I just don’t know why you want to talk like that.”

      “That’s because you think you are smarter than you really are just like all girls your age.”

      Alice opened her chemistry book. She didn’t like the equations and the squiggly marks and the lines.  They looked cold and unfeeling and they reminded her of dreams. They reminded her of the things she would dream about sometimes, funny symbols drawn into the red dirt.

      “What has Mom done all day?”

      “You know what she’s done.  She always does the same old things.”

      “Did she paint today?”

      “Oh, yeah, I think she painted in your old playroom.”

      “Wall or canvas?”

      “I don’t know. I didn’t look but judging by her face, I think she may have painted on the walls. She always looks really happy when she paints on the walls.”

      Years before, Verna Ayre had staged an art show at a gallery in downtown Sardis. She’d only sold one painting, a rendering of woman with long hair hanging in her face, both palms turned up, blood dripping from two perfectly round holes created in their centers. Verna attributed the show’s failure to small town small-mindedness.

      “These people don’t know real art when they see it,” she’d said.

      Maylene left at 5:00. When Alice finished her homework, she went to check on her mother. Verna was sleeping with the TV on.  In the past couple of years, she’d insisted on installing a TV in every room of the house, except Alice’s. Alice heartily detested TV shows. She would sometimes catch snatches of conversation in school, certain girls would talk about The A-Team or Dallas or something called Dynasty. Alice thought the characters in these shows were even crazier than her mother.

      Verna would probably sleep through the night. Alice walked up the stairs to her old playroom on the second floor. There was a light streaming underneath the door. Her mother had left a light on. Sighing, Alice gently nudged the door open  with one foot.

      The painted live oaks had branches that were as tangled and as clotted as the briars that had surrounded the Sleeping Beauty.

      There was a long wooden table in the middle of the circle of branches and Spanish moss. A white tablecloth ran its length and was tied into knots in two places where the cloth nearly brushed the ground. There were several plates on the table, painted china plates like the ones Verna owned, and a scattering of yeast rolls and shining apples and bloated peaches, all too large, as if they had been prepared for giants.

      It was the thing in the middle of the table that shocked Alice, a girl who liked to think that she could not be shocked. Upon a shining silver platter someone had placed a human baby.  It was twice the size of a normal human baby and wearing an old-fashioned white wrap around its private area. The baby’s face had the polished and worn look of a baby made for use within a Nativity scene. The baby was screaming.

      There was no one else at the table.

      Alice managed to catch Maylene as she was putting her coat on.

      “What you want?  I’m fixing to go home,” she said.

      “Verna’s painting her weird last supper pictures again.”

      “Oh hell, is that what she’s doing again? Well, don’t tell nobody. We don’t want those church folks to come round again.”

      “We had church folks here?”

      “Oh yeah, they came once when you was real little,” Maylene said.  She started to button her coat. “You said you’d met  some little girl home across the river a ways. You’d gone off in the boat and found her somehow, said she was going to be your friend and that her name was Alice too.”

      “I kind of remember that. Yeah, she showed me a clear place out behind her house and there was a podium there, like someone was giving speeches back there.”

      Maylene sighed. She rooted within her pocketbook.  (Maylene used old-timey words like pocketbook). “A man knocked on the door and said his name was Hand or Ham or something.  He had a good smile. I told him you were in bed asleep. He asked me to bring you down, said he was your father. He said he had seven girls in his house.  He homeschooled all of them so they wouldn’t be corrupted by this terrible world. He was a good Christian man, he said.”

      Maylene snapped her pocketbook shut and reached for the door.

      “Did you like him?”

      “Hell no, I didn’t like him. I knew he was full of shit the first time I laid eyes on him.”

      “So this visit upset Verna and made her paint the weird Wonderland Last Supper thing?”

      Maylene nodded. “Verna was watching from the landing, watching and shaking and talking to herself like a damn fool. I put her to bed. You was sound asleep so I went on home.”

      “I don’t remember any of that,” Alice said. “I remember the girl underneath the trees but that’s all.”

      “You was only a little girl.  You done made me late now.  I’ve got my own family, you know.”

      Alice felt alone again. She could hear the theme music to Dallas, that absurd TV show Verna watched, and the sound made Alice feel short of breath. She had strange attacks sometimes, particularly when her mother was behaving bizarrely. Her heart began to race, her breath was short and fast and she felt weak-limbed and dizzy. She sat down on an accent chair in Verna’s living room and tried to breathe.

      Still weak in the knees and dizzy in the head, she moved to the couch, next to her mother. Verna snored softly, her mouth open. Alice watched a little of the TV show.  A smug and nasty person was wearing a large cowboy hat. Several other characters drifted in and out, engaging in earnest conversations that made no real sense. These TV people appeared to inhabit a different sort of universe entirely.

      Alice closed her eyes.

      When she opened them, the smug man in the big cowboy hat was standing in front of her. Alice bolted upright.

      “What do you want?”

      The man in the cowboy hat didn’t respond. His face was in shadow. Alice’s heart started to race again.

      “What are you doing here?”

      “Verna, you’re a drunk, a tramp and an unfit mother,” the man in the cowboy hat said. His voice had an oddly metallic twang to it, as if it was coming from the TV set and not a human throat.

      “Don’t talk to her like that,” Alice managed. She had to squeeze each word between the breaths she was trying to snatch from the air.

      The man shifted his weight and regarded Alice and Verna from a different angle, his face still in shadow.

      “Like my Daddy always said if you can’t get in through the front door, just go around to the back.”

      Alice felt her chest tighten.  There didn’t seem to be enough oxygen in the room. She tried to suck in another breath. “Didn’t someone shoot you?”

      “A marriage is like a salad. A man has to know how to keep his tomatoes on top.”

      The man in the cowboy hat squatted on one knee. Alice couldn’t see anything but his eyes within the shadows of his face.

      “Alice 1, Alice 2, which one are you?” He started over again. “Alice 1, Alice 2.  Which one are you?”

      Alice awoke to find a car commercial on the television. The man in the cowboy hat was gone. She felt a mounting panic rising inside her, as if her mind was filling with dark water that might choke her. She began to recite the poem Verna had forced her to memorize.

      “How doth the little crocodile

      Improve his shining tail

      And pour the waters of the Nile

      On every golden scale!

      How cheerfully he seems to grin

      How neatly spreads his claws

      And welcomes little fishes in

      With gently smiling jaws!”

      

      She said the poem three more times and then her breathing returned to normal. She shook her mother.

      “Verna, I’m having anxiety. I can hardly breathe again,” Alice said.

      Verna moaned and muttered something unintelligible. Alice left her mother and went upstairs to her room. She sat at her desk and pulled a pen and pencil from it. She decided to write down her sins, something she’d done many times before. Whenever she’d been naughty, Verna would tell her to go to her room and write down her sins. Alice wrote she was sorry about holding a séance and summoning the devil, sorry she’d blotted out the sun for a full hour, sorry she’d raised the dead, sorry she’d poisoned the peaches in the bowl on the kitchen table and, finally, sorry for having been born the Anti-Christ.  She signed the paper with her signature (written in a witchy-looking alphabet she’d created herself) and drew an incongruous happy face next to it.  She pushed the paper away and sighed.

      An hour later, she still hadn’t slept. She decided to call Marnie, her only friend, even though it was late and a school night.

      “Marnie, you awake?”

      Marnie’s voice was furred with sleep. “Yes.”

      “Verna’s painting weird things on the wall of my old room again.”

      “Are you having attacks again?”

      “Little ones.  I dreamed that JR guy from that shitty TV show was in the living room, talking a bunch of crap.”

      “Why do you always dream about TV people?”

      “I don’t always dream about TV people. Sometimes I dream about things or symbols and there aren’t any people around at all.” Marnie murmured something Alice couldn’t make out. “Don’t fall asleep. I’m serious. Something weird is going on around here.”

      “You always say that.  You always say something weird is going on,” Marnie said.

      “Because I live with a lunatic, that’s why.”

      “Maybe you have what they called repressed memories about some things.  I saw a TV show about it.”

      “What the fuck are you talking about?”

      “Language, please,” Marnie said. Marnie had an inexplicable aversion to profanity.

      “Maylene says that a preacher came to the house when I was little, maybe six or seven.  The preacher made Verna freak out so badly that she started painting weird shit.”

      “Why did the preacher come to your house?”

      “I met a girl in the woods and she said her name was Alice too.  She was really weird, kept talking about her eyes.”

      “I never heard of anything like that. I’ll ask Momma.”

      Marnie’s mother was one of the nosiest women in Sardis.

      “What did you see about repressed memories?”

      “You remember that book called Michelle’s Memories that came out a few years ago?”

      “That trashy thing about Satanists? That one?”

      “Yeah, see, it’s about this woman who went to her psychiatrist because she’d had a breakdown of some kind and he tells her that she’s actually suffering from repressed memories about her crappy Satanic childhood.”

      “How did he get to her repressed memories?”

      “I think he hypnotized her. Anyway, it turns out that when Michelle was five years old her mother sold her to the Church of Satan and they did all kinds of messed-up stuff to her. They like crucified kittens and drank blood and sacrificed babies and smeared the baby guts all over Michelle.”

      “That sounds like bullsh-.”

      “But the really big thing was this ritual that the Satanists did to bring up the devil. It was like three months long and the most god-awful things were done to the little girl, some of them in a cemetery, like out in the open.”

      “Honestly, that sounds like horsesh-.”

      “And the Satanist managed to conjure up Satan and he had a tail and he like put his tail on the little girl and it burned her and then Mom took the book away from me and I don’t know what happened after that.”

      Alice thought over what Marnie had said. “How in the hell could they perform occult ceremonies in public like that?  If they were killing kittens and babies and shit than how come someone didn’t hear them or see them?”

      “Because they were like out in the country or something, like in those old broken down cemeteries or whatever. See there’s a whole underground ring in ordinary looking neighborhoods and this Satanic stuff goes on.  They like get together in each other’s basements and do just the worst things to kids and stuff.”

      “And no one ever hears anything?  The neighbors don’t hear little kids screaming?”

      “I don’t know. I didn’t write it. My mom believes all of it though. She started an awareness group at church.”

      Marnie’s mother, Cassie Myers, didn’t much care for Alice. She treated Alice gingerly, with a saccharine kind of deference, as if Alice required special handling. For her part, Alice believed Mrs. Myers to be one of the stupidest women she’d ever met.

      “What is an awareness group?”

      “You know, they get together and raise awareness about the evil things that might be going on in the town with devil worshippers and satanic ritual abuse.”

      Alice really liked Marnie. She liked that Marnie liked horror novels and movies as much as Alice did. Because she liked Marnie so much, she tried not to let her know that certain members of Marnie’s family were crazier than shithouse rats.

      “Marnie, do you believe that stuff is happening?”

      Marnie was quiet for nearly a minute. She was thinking. Marnie often took her time before forming an opinion.

      “I don’t know. It kinda sounds like kaka to me but they all seem to think it’s true so maybe there’s something to it.”

      “I think Coach Burns is probably a Satanist,” Alice said. “He’s such an asshole. And there’s that time he grabbed Mindy Sanderson’s crotch, remember?  That time he made us all bend over and do those dumb exercises.”

      “Maybe Mrs. Hines.  She has that shriveled up little hand. Maybe she got that because she touched Satan when she was a baby and her hand shriveled up forever.”

      “Jesus, Marnie, could you be more insensitive? I was only kidding, by the way.”

      “Please don’t take the Lord’s name in vain,” Marnie said. Her voice was nearly always flat and monotone but using the Lord’s name in vain put feeling in her. “I’m only kidding too. I’ve got to go.  I hear my Mom coming down the hall.”

      Alice hung up. She realized too late that she’d forgotten to apologize for taking Jesus’ name in vain. She honestly didn’t see how he would care if she said his name in anger, seeing as how he was dead and, despite all the talk of his return, was almost certainly going to stay that way.

      The next morning, Alice smelled paint as she was dressing for school. She opened the door to her old playroom slowly. She didn’t want to startle Verna. Verna was gone. She’d left her brushes on the paint-splattered tarp she’d thrown across the floor. The room now looked like a crime scene.

      Looking at the painting, Alice was reminded of the scene in Alice in Wonderland, a book she hated, a book Verna had forced her to read every night for years, in which the gardeners of Wonderland, fearful of punishment from the Red Queen, frantically repaint white roses a particular shade of blood-red.

      Verna’s crying baby was still on the long table underneath the live oak trees. Behind the child, seated at a single chair, was a faceless figure in a hooded scarlet robe. The figure was holding a hooked knife in one hand and a large silver fork in the other.

      Alice closed the door behind her. She ran out of the house without breakfast, stopping only to pull her keys from the key ring at the back door.  Her breathing became short and shallow.  Her heart felt as quick and as frantic as a hummingbird’s. Inside her car, she gripped the steering wheel. She took a deep breath, held it, let it out.

      

      
        
        “Twinkle, Twinkle Little Bat

        How I wonder what you're at!

        Up above the world you fly,

        Like a tea tray in the sky.

        Twinkle, twinkle, little bat!

        How I wonder what you're at”

      

      

      

      By the time she’d finished the poem, her heart was beating normally, her breathing had slowed. She couldn’t tell Marnie about Verna’s painting. Marnie might Verna.  Marnie’s mother would then tell the entire damned town and the authorities would come to the house again. They might even arrest Verna on some bullshit Satanist charge.

      Alice pulled her car over to the side of the road and turned off the ignition. She could play hooky and stay home. Maylene might let her spend some the day there or – she might not.

      “I don’t need you hanging around me whenever your mother does something weird,” she’d probably say. “Verna is always doing something weird. I got my own life to live.”

      She had a chemistry test that day. She would ace it. She had an English paper to turn in too. She was certain she would receive an A on it. There was nothing in school that day that she couldn’t make up later.

      Alice sat in the car a moment longer. Then she turned the key in the ignition and, steering the car onto the road, headed for Sardis High School.

      Alice was not considered popular in school, despite the fact that the Ayres had family money and Alice drove an expensive car to school every day. It was not that Alice wasn’t attractive—she was very nearly pretty—it was that she didn’t talk to anyone but Marnie Myers (considered a nerd, at best) and the occasional outcast student that most of the other kids ignored. Alice usually wore T-shirts and sneakers, her long
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