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Trees left standing after forest fires have come and gone are known as The Standing Dead…
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PART ONE

“The past is never dead. It’s not even the past.”

—William Faulkner


Chapter One

She separated from the shadows, a waif with smudged eyeliner and fading painted lips. In a lacy top with spaghetti straps, a black skirt to her ankles, her feet bare despite the cold, shoes grasped casually in one hand, she moved with the deliberate focus of a cheetah slinking across an open plain.

I did my best to recall her recent past, before this version of her had emerged and we’d both gone mad. Self-conscious smiles, blushing cheeks, fingers playing with her then dark blonde hair, it all seemed so readily familiar, yet so frustratingly distant.

A breeze blew a strand of renegade bright white hair across her eyes. As she casually pulled it from her face and hooked it behind an ear, she noticed me, as if for the first time, across the street and leaned against our car, my arms crossed against my chest.

“It’s late,” I said.

Gabby stepped from the curb and looked to the sky, cocking her head as if she’d heard a trace of something very far away. “It’s going to snow soon.”

With a weary sigh, I pushed away from the car, strode across the street and gently took her by the arm. She looked at me like she might object. Instead, she gazed back at the sky. “Come on,” I said with whatever degree of patience I could muster. “Let’s go.”

On the way home, neither of us spoke.

Three streets over, I pulled into our driveway. The neighborhood was dark, the other houses surrounding us quiet.

Once out of the car, Gabby led the way along the stone walkway to the front door. Leaning around her, I unlocked the door and pushed it open. As she entered, I followed close behind; fearful she might slip through my fingers and vanish again if I let my guard down even for a moment.

Once inside, I moved from the foyer to the living room, removed my coat and tossed it over the back of a nearby couch. Gabby dropped her shoes to the floor and began a slow inspection of the room, her eyes panning, lips moving, silently muttering things only she could hear. She acted as if years had passed since she’d been there, rather than minutes. Her slow and deliberate movements ceased when she reached the couch, as once there she spun round and looked at me before flopping onto the cushions. Legs tucked beneath her, the bare soles of her feet blackened with street soot and grime, the skin rough and leathery beneath dainty toes, Gabby contorted her face into something resembling a sad smile.

I lingered near the bar. As Gabby performed her new rituals, I poured myself a drink, downed it then sank into a chair. I couldn’t keep from staring at her hair. That once beautiful dark blonde mane now the color of snow, conjured all those old folktales about scaring someone’s hair white. Apparently there was some truth to that after all.

Gabby claimed she didn’t know what happened, didn’t remember and that it was like awakening from a nightmare with no memory of what it had been about. Despite her contentions, this was no dream. Dreams didn’t alter personalities to this point, didn’t cause changes physical in nature, at least not that I was aware of. No, her transformation was the result of something tangible. Something had happened, something real. I was sure of it. And so, with her girl-next-door looks framed in shoulder-length hair the color of fresh chalk, my wife—half albino suddenly—sat before me like a stranger.

“I think you should see the doctor again,” I said.

“You mean the shrink. Say what you mean.” Before I could respond Gabby caught me staring. “I’m getting used to it, my hair. Does it repulse you, Roman?”

“It was just so…sudden.”

“Only for you,” she said.

I didn’t understand what Gabby meant by that, but there was no point in pursuing it. She wouldn’t explain herself. “It’s not normal,” I said. “You’re a young woman.”

“Do you think I’m insane?” She looked amused, nearly. “Is that it?”

“I never said that.”

“And yet sometimes you look at me like you want to lock me away in one of those places where all the deeply disturbed people live.”

“Don’t be ridiculous.”

“Ridiculous or not, I’m going to bed,” Gabby said, standing and strolling past me toward the bedroom. “Goodnight.”
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I watched her sleep, her still form scrunched down farther from the headboard than normal and barely visible in the sparse moonlight. My eyes drifted over her, from her face, which was turned to the side and nestled against a pillow, to her bare back, the sides of her breasts bulging and crushed beneath her, to her ass, clad in a delicate pair of silk bikini panties, her legs straight and feet dangling off the end of the mattress.

Same as most nights lately, my exhaustion would eventually win out and I’d join her in bed. I hoped she’d sleep through and into the morning hours, because her being there when I woke up was no longer a certainty. Nights—too many nights now—were spent searching, hunting her down and bringing her back from wherever it was she was trying to disappear to, and whatever it was she planned to do once she got there.

When it all began and she’d first vanished, more than once during those initial frightening and uncertain hours, I found myself wondering if Gabby hadn’t really gone missing at all, and that instead, it was the rest of us who had disappeared. What if she’d somehow slipped from this existence to another, one familiar, though slightly skewed and populated with alternate versions of us? Such fanciful ideas didn’t make me feel any better, and I had no idea why they kept filling my head, but I couldn’t stop wondering if my wife had never been lost at all. Maybe it was me. Maybe it had been all along.

I never shared Gabby’s fascination with forests. I had nothing against them, and didn’t feel particularly uncomfortable in or around them, but for her, despite the fact that she seldom spent much time in the woods, they were a cathartic tool. Although she mentioned camping as a child with her parents a few times, as long as I’d known her, like me, she was in no way a camper. But when she was troubled, depressed or having a bad day, Gabby sometimes took long walks in the woods at the end of our road.

“Nothing centers me like being in the forest,” she once told me. “I know it sounds trite, but the fresh air, the sun breaking through the trees, the decided lack of other human beings, the quiet—except for the occasional animal and insect sound—it all reminds me that life doesn’t always have to be quite so stressful.”

A year or so earlier, during one of these walks, Gabby came upon a deer grazing on berries. Both she and the deer froze and stared at each other. “Not with uncertainty,” she explained to me later. “But with unexpected clarity.”

She described the encounter enthusiastically, and without exaggeration it seemed to me, as one of the more profound moments of her life.

“There was something spiritual
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