
Table of Contents

Whispers Beyond the Trees (THE QUIET DARK CHRONICLES)

PROLOGUE

PART ONE — NEW HOME | CHAPTER ONE

CHAPTER TWO

CHAPTER THREE

CHAPTER FOUR

CHAPTER FIVE

CHAPTER SIX

CHAPTER SEVEN

PART TWO — THE QUIET DARK | CHAPTER EIGHT

CHAPTER NINE

CHAPTER TEN

CHAPTER ELEVEN

CHAPTER TWELVE

PART THREE — THE HOLLOW | CHAPTER THIRTEEN

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

EPILOGUE


​THE QUIET DARK CHRONICLES

​Book One — Whispers Beyond the Trees

A NOVEL

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​PROLOGUE

[image: ]


Marrow Wood — decades before

The voice came for Alsa Rourke a little after the light went thin.

She was eight, and she knew her mother's voice the way she knew her own hands, and so when it came drifting up out of the tree line — low, warm, shaped like her name — she did not think to be afraid. She thought only that her mother had gone into the wood, which was strange, because her mother never went into the wood, and had told Alsa a hundred times never to go into the wood, especially not at dusk, especially not alone.

Alsa, the wood said, in her mother's voice. Alsa, come and see.

She stood at the fence with her fingers hooked in the wire. The cold had come early that year, before the leaves had finished turning, and it lay over the field behind the house in a grey skin of frost that crunched when she shifted her weight. The trees at the edge of Marrow Wood leaned in the way they always did, patient as old men bent over a game they had been playing so long they had forgotten who was winning. Beyond the first of them the dark was not like ordinary dark. Alsa had noticed this before, from the safety of the yard, in the way you notice a thing without having words for it. Ordinary dark thinned when you looked into it. Your eyes learned it. This dark did the opposite. The longer she looked, the more it seemed to gather, to thicken, to lean toward her the way the trees leaned, as if it too were listening.

Come and see, said her mother, from inside it. I found the little one. I found where they go. Come and see, Alsa, come quick before it's gone.

The little one. That would be the Perrin baby, everyone said, that had been lost in the summer, that they had dragged the quarry for and never found. Or it would be the boy from the year before Alsa was born, whose name she had never learned because grown-ups went quiet and busy with their hands whenever the wood came up. There was always a little one. Hesper's End was a small place and it did not have many children to spare, and yet it seemed to Alsa, standing at the fence, that it had spared a great number of them over the years, one at a time, quietly, the way you might spend coins you told yourself you would not miss.

Behind her, the house was one yellow window in a blue field. Her brother Elias was in it — thirteen and cross, made to come out and fetch her in for supper, doing it slowly out of spite, taking his time at the door so that she would feel the wait. She could hear the door now, the complaint of its hinge. She could have turned. She could have called to him.

Later — years and years later, an old man alone at the same fence with the same frost biting through the same thin boots — Elias would tell himself that she had called to him. That she had cried out and he had simply not heard, because the radio was on, because the door was between them, because he was thirteen and cruel in the small ordinary way of older brothers and had wanted, for one moment, to let her wait. He built the not-hearing into a shape he could carry. He needed her to have called. Because the alternative, the thing he knew even then to be true and spent the rest of his life refusing, was that she had not called at all. That she had heard their mother's voice out of the dark and had wanted so much, so simply, to see, that she had answered yes — the way children answer yes to everything that says it loves them.

She climbed the fence. It was not hard. She had climbed it a hundred times to fetch a ball or a hen. It was the ordinariness of it that would undo him, after: that there had been no struggle, no snatching hand, no scream. Just a girl climbing a fence she knew, in the last of a light she trusted, toward a voice she loved.

The frost lay unbroken between the trees. She stepped down onto it and it took the small clean prints of her boots, one and then another, a neat trail going in, and the voice folded around her the way water folds around a stone dropped into a still pond — closing over the place where she had been, smoothing itself, leaving no seam. The dark gathered her up gently. It was very gentle. That was the thing no one ever understood, the thing you could not put in the sideways way the old people talked about it: it did not take her the way a wolf takes a lamb. It took her the way sleep takes a tired child. Kindly. As a mercy. As a gift she had asked for.

When Elias came out ten minutes later, calling her name into a wood that answered him — Elias, it said, in Alsa's small bright voice, Elias, come and see — the frost between the trees was smooth again. Unmarked. As white and whole as a sheet drawn up over a bed no one had slept in. There was no trail of small boots going in. There was no sign that anyone had ever stood in that black ground at all.

He did not go in.

He stood at the fence with his sister's voice pulling at him like a hand around his wrist, sweet and certain and wrong, and every animal thing in him understood that it was wrong even as every loving thing in him leaned toward it, and he gripped the wire until it cut white lines into his palms, and he did not climb over. He screamed for his mother. His mother came out of the house — his real mother, flour on her hands, alive, terror already blooming on her face because some part of every mother in Hesper's End was always braced for this — and she took one look at the smooth frost and the empty field and she began to make a sound Elias would hear for the rest of his life, and even then, even with his sister's voice still calling him kindly from the trees, he did not go in.

That is the whole of it. That is the thing he carried for fifty years, the stone he swallowed at thirteen and never passed: he stood at the fence with everything he loved calling him by name, and he did not follow, and so he lived. He was the one who did not go. He would build a life out of not going. He would grow old within sight of the tree line, keeping a watch no one asked him to keep, and he would learn what the wood teaches anyone patient enough to be broken slowly by it — which is this: that the ones who love you most will not follow you in. That love, in the end, holds the fence. That the only way to be certain of anything, the only way to have the thing you want without anyone to tell you it is a lie, is to go where no one can see you.

That is the first lie it tells.

There would be others. There are always others. And the wood is very patient, and the field is small, and there is always, somewhere, a little one.



Marrow Wood — longer ago than that

It had been doing this a long time before Alsa Rourke climbed a fence she knew. It had been doing it, the old people would have told you if the old people still told anything, since before the mill, since before the church, since before there was a Hesper's End at all to give the taken children names — since the wood was only wood, and the first hungry cold thing woke at the bottom of the first bad hole in the ground and learned that the one food that never ran out in a country full of hard winters and buried children was grief. But if you wanted a telling that a living person could hold, you went back to the mill years, to the days when the village was full and the school had its forty children and the line still ran, because even then, even at the height of the place, when Hesper's End was as alive as it would ever be, the wood was quietly eating, one at a time, so slowly that a full village never noticed the arithmetic of its own thinning.

There was a boy in those years — call him the Averill boy, because that was the name over the door of the house that is only a chimney now — whose mother died of a fever in the spring, the way mothers died then, quickly and for no reason anyone could fix, and who was nine years old, which is the age, which has always somehow been the age, old enough to go out alone and young enough to still believe that the dead can be gone to. He grieved the way a nine-year-old grieves, which is to say without any of the walls a grown person builds, straight down to the bottom of it, a grief with no floor. His father, mill-deaf and mill-broken, did not know what to do with him, and so the boy went where grieving children go, which is out, away from the house full of the smell of her, out to the edge of things, to the fence, to the tree line, where the ordinary world ran out and something larger began.

And the wood, which had listened to the whole spring's worth of that boy's grief the way you or I might listen to a kettle coming slowly to the boil, came for him not with a stranger's trick and not with a monster, but with the one voice on this earth he would have crossed any fence, broken any rule, walked into any dark to hear again. It gave him back his mother. Not her body, not a ghost, nothing so crude — it gave him her voice, out of the trees, warm and unhurried and exactly, unbearably hers, saying the ordinary things she used to say, calling him in from play, telling him to mind his boots, telling him she was only just inside the trees, that she had not gone as far as they'd said, that it had all been a mistake and she was here, she was cold, she was waiting, and would he come, would he come and see, would he come and get her and bring her home.

And what was there, in all the world, that could have held that boy at the fence? Alsa Rourke had a brother thirteen and cruel and near, and it was not enough. The Averill boy had no one at all — a deaf father in a dark house, a village that had already, in the practical way of hard places, begun to speak of him in the past tense, the poor motherless Averill boy, as though the losing of the mother had half-taken the son as well. There was no hand around his wrist. There was no one to scream. There was only a small grieving animal at the edge of a wood, and inside the wood the sound of the only love he had ever been sure of, telling him it was not gone after all — and he answered yes, of course he answered yes, he had been waiting all spring to be allowed to answer yes to exactly that — and he climbed the fence, and the frost took the small clean prints of his boots going in, one and then another, a neat trail, and the dark folded over him the way it had folded over so many before and would fold over so many after, kindly, as a mercy, as the answer to a prayer he had not known he was allowed to pray.

They dragged the quarry for him too. They always dragged the quarry; it was the thing the living could do with their hands, and the living must do something with their hands. They found nothing, because there was nothing in the quarry, because the thing that takes the children of Hesper's End does not leave them in water where they can be found and buried and finished with. It keeps them. That is the whole horror of it, under all the other horrors: it does not kill them so much as keep them, folds them into itself, uses their voices, wears their small faces, sets them at the fence at dusk a generation later to call the next one in — so that the Averill boy, in his turn, became a voice in the trees, and somewhere in the long ledger of that wood he is calling still, in his mother's cadence now, because that is what he learned love sounded like, come and see, come and see, I found where they go.

This is the shape of it, then, the thing the Vesks would one day keep their terrible faithful books against, the pattern under the hundred years: a hard place, a small supply of children, and a patient hunger that has learned there are only ever a few doors into a human heart and that every one of them is a kind of love. It comes as a living voice you trust. It comes as a dead voice you ache for. It comes as a friend to the lonely and a rescue to the guilty and a mercy to the tired, and it never, not once in all its long feeding, has to force a single lock, because it has understood the one thing about us that we spend our whole lives refusing to understand: that we will open any door ourselves, gladly, in the dark, if the thing on the other side of it says our name in a voice we love.

That is the second lie it tells, and the truest: that love is a door, and that a door is for opening.
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​PART ONE — NEW HOME

​CHAPTER ONE
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The moving truck could not make the last turn onto Coldbrook Lane, and Daniel Christianson took this, privately, as the first good sign in a year.

"They'll have to walk it in," the driver said, not unkindly, leaning out of his window to consider the lane the way a man considers a river he has been asked to ford in his shoes. The lane left the county road and dropped between two banks of hedge gone feral, narrowing until the hedges brushed the truck's mirrors, and then it simply stopped being a road a truck could use and became a road a life could use, which is to say it became rutted and root-broken and roofed over with old trees, a green tunnel going down toward the house they had bought sight-unseen except for photographs and a price so low it had felt, when Daniel first read it, like a hand extended in the dark.

"How far in?" Daniel asked.

"Quarter mile. Little more." The driver squinted down the tunnel. "You sure about this, friend?"

It was a thing people had been asking Daniel, in one form or another, for a year. You sure about this. Said over caskets and casserole dishes, over paperwork, over the phone by his brother who thought the move was running away and had said so, once, before Daniel hung up on him and did not call back. You sure about this. As if certainty were a thing a person could still afford. Daniel had learned to give the answer people needed, which was a short one, delivered while already turning away.

"We're sure," he said, and got out of the cab to help them carry his family's life down the last quarter mile by hand.

It took three hours. The furniture came down the green tunnel in pieces on the movers' backs and Daniel's, sofa and bed frames and the long workbench he would not let them touch and carried himself, and the day's heat pooled in the lane where no wind reached, and by the end of it his shirt was black with sweat and his hands had the good clean ache of work, which was the only kind of ache he trusted anymore. Grief had taught him to distrust every feeling that arrived without being earned. Work you earned. The ache in your hands, you had paid for. He carried the workbench alone the whole quarter mile and set it in the outbuilding that would be his shop, and for a moment, standing in the sawdust light that came through the one dusty window, breathing the smell of old wood and older dust, he felt almost like a man who lived somewhere.

The house sat at the end of the lane where the trees opened, as if the wood had drawn back its skirts to let it stand there, in a clearing that the photographs had made look generous and that in person felt more like a held breath. It was old and plain and honest: two storeys of grey clapboard weathered to the color of a rain cloud, a deep porch, a steep roof pitched for snow, small windows set deep in thick walls the way windows were set in houses built by people who understood that a house is first of all a thing that keeps the outside out. Behind it, the field. And behind the field, past a fence of grey posts and sagging wire, the wood.

Nora saw the wood before she saw the house.

She had driven down separately with the children and the dog and the things too fragile or too important for the truck, and she came out of the car into the clearing and stood a moment in the strange green underwater light, and her eyes went past the house — past the home she had chosen, had argued for, had staked so much on — and fixed on the tree line, and something in her chest did a thing she did not have a name for and did not like. The wood was very close. Closer than it had looked in the pictures. It stood at the back of the field the way a crowd stands at the edge of a thing that has happened, and the late sun did not seem to get more than a few feet into it before giving up.

"It's beautiful," she said, because she had decided, months ago, that she was going to find this place beautiful, and Nora Christianson was a woman who kept her decisions the way other people kept their tempers.

"It's a dump," said Wren, from the back seat, not getting out.

"It's got a porch swing," said Theo, who had already gotten out, who was nine and had not yet learned to arm himself against hope, and who was pointing at the porch with the whole-body joy of a boy who has found, in a strange new place, one single thing that is unarguably good. There was a porch swing. It hung crooked on a rusted chain and one of its slats was gone like a missing tooth, and Theo looked at it as though it were a horse someone had promised him.

"It is a dump with a porch swing," said Nora, "which your father is going to fix, along with everything else, because that is what your father does," and she said it lightly, and she meant it as love, and she watched Daniel's face across the clearing to see if he had heard it as love, and could not tell. That was the thing that frightened her most, this year — not the sadness, which she had expected and could navigate, but the distances that opened up inside the sadness, the way she would look at her husband of eighteen years across an ordinary space, an ordinary sentence, and find that she could no longer read him. That the man had become a country she had lost the language of.

They had lost Eli in July. It was July again now. Nora had not planned the timing and had noticed it only when the moving date was set, and had said nothing to anyone, because to say it aloud would be to give it a meaning, and she was fighting very hard, this summer, against the tyranny of meaning. Everything wanted to mean something. The date. The house at the end of the lane. The wood standing there like a held breath. She was a nurse — had been a nurse — and she knew the mind's hunger to find pattern in the random spatter of the world, knew it was the same hunger that made people see faces in wallpaper and the will of God in a biopsy, and she had promised herself she would not feed it. They had moved because the old house had a room in it that no one could walk past, a small closed door at the end of a hall, and because a marriage cannot survive too long in a house where there is a door no one can walk past. That was all. That was the whole of the meaning. She repeated it to herself as she carried the box marked FRAGILE up the porch steps, past the crooked swing: that is the whole of the meaning, there is no more meaning than that.

Inside, the house smelled of dust and cold stone and, faintly, of something green and rooty that Nora took at first for damp and later understood to be the wood — the smell of the wood, which got into everything at the Marrow house, which lived in the curtains and the mattresses and the back of your throat, so that after a week you stopped noticing it and after a month you could no longer smell anything else. The rooms were small and dark and honest like the windows. There was a good kitchen with a black iron range. There was a front room with a fireplace big enough for Theo to stand in, which he immediately did. There was a staircase that turned once on a landing where a tall window looked out over the field and the fence and the wood, and Nora, climbing it with her fragile box, stopped on the landing and looked out at the tree line and had again the feeling she did not like, the small wrong shift in the chest, and made herself keep climbing.

Upstairs, four bedrooms. This had been part of the argument for the house — that there were enough rooms, that everyone could have their own, that the children need not share walls and grief. Daniel and Nora took the large room at the front. Theo took the small one beside it, because he was nine and did not yet want to be far from them, would not admit this and did not have to, because Nora had simply put his bed in the near room without discussion. Wren took the room at the back.

She chose it herself, which surprised them. It was the room that faced the wood — the only upstairs room that looked out over the field to the tree line — and it was the smallest of the three that were offered, and Wren, sixteen, who had spent the year making every choice as a form of protest, walked into it, looked out the window at the wood standing there in the last of the light, and said, "This one." Nora had thought she would want the front, want the road, want the small comfort of being able to see anyone who came. But Wren wanted the wood. Nora did not understand it and did not ask, because sixteen-year-olds who are asked why they want a thing will change their minds out of principle, and Nora had learned to leave her daughter's wants where they lay, unexamined, like small animals it was safer not to touch.

There was a fourth room. It sat at the end of the upstairs hall, past the bathroom, a little apart from the others — a plain square room with a window that looked out on nothing, on the blank clapboard wall of the outbuilding a few feet away. It was the natural room for a fifth person. Nobody said this. The movers, not knowing, carried a stack of boxes into it — boxes from the old house that had not been sorted, that were marked only MISC in Daniel's hand — and set them in the middle of the floor, and closed the door on their way out, and that was how the fourth room became, without anyone deciding it, the room where the family put the things it could not yet look at. A closed door at the end of a hall. They had driven four hundred miles to escape a closed door at the end of a hall, and they had one again by nightfall, and none of them said a word about it, and this was the first thing the house taught them, though they did not know they were being taught: that you carry the door with you. That the door is not in the house. The door is in you, and you carry it, and you will always, wherever you go, find a wall to hang it on.

They ate that first night on boxes, in the front room, by the light of the one lamp they could find in the chaos. Nora had made sandwiches at a service station two hundred miles back and they ate those, and it was better than any of them expected, the strange picnic of it, the way the emptiness of the house made them cluster close the way you cluster close on a beach against the size of the sea. Theo talked. Theo could always be relied upon to talk, and that night Nora loved him for it with an ache like a bruise, the way he filled the silence with the small ceaseless generosity of a nine-year-old's attention, telling them about the fireplace he could stand in and the frog he had almost caught in the lane and the porch swing, always back to the porch swing, which his father had promised to fix. Wren did not talk, but she sat with them, which was more than she had done many nights that year, and she let Theo lean against her, and once she almost smiled at something he said, and Nora, watching, cataloged it — she almost smiled — the way a woman on rations counts her stores.

Daniel talked about the work. This was Daniel's version of Theo's chatter, and Nora had learned to hear the love in it: he talked about the roof and the porch swing and the range that would want cleaning and the fence that wanted mending, item after item, the long inventory of a house that needed a man, and what he was saying under the words was I will keep this. I will fix and mend and keep this thing, us, this. He had a legal pad already and a pencil behind his ear and he was making a list, and Nora reached over and put her hand over his hand on the pad, and he stopped, and looked at her, and for a moment the distance closed and he was her husband again and not a country she had lost, and he turned his hand over under hers and held it, and neither of them said anything, and it was the best moment of the day.

It was Theo who saw the boy.

He said it into the middle of the good quiet, in the offhand way of a child reporting weather. "Somebody's watching us," he said. "At the trees."

Nora felt Daniel's hand go still under hers.

"It's dark out, sweetheart," she said. "You can't see the trees now."

"No," Theo agreed, easily, chewing. "But there's somebody. A boy. He's standing by the fence." He pointed, with the hand that held the sandwich, at the back window — at the black square of it, where there was nothing to see but the room reflected back, the lamp and the four of them and the boxes, a small warm scene floating in a great dark. "He's been there a while. He doesn't come in the light. I think the light hurts him."

The dog lifted its head.

"Theo," said Daniel, and his voice had gone flat and careful, the voice he used now for anything that came near the shape of Eli, because everything in the world could be made, if you were not careful, to come near the shape of Eli, and a boy at the fence in the dark was very near indeed, was almost exactly the shape, and Daniel would not have it, would not let the first night in the new house be the old grief wearing a new mask. "There's no one at the fence. We're a quarter mile from the road. Nobody's out there."

"Okay," said Theo, unbothered, because he was nine and had said what he saw and the saying of it was the whole of his interest in the matter. He went back to his sandwich. But Nora had turned to look at the window — she could not help it, the animal turn of the head toward a named threat — and she looked at the black glass and saw the room reflected in it, the lamp and her family and the stacked boxes, and past the reflection, or through it, or in it, out where the fence would be if she could see the fence, she saw —

Nothing. She saw nothing. She made herself see nothing. There was the reflection, and there was the dark, and a woman who had promised herself she would not feed the mind's hunger for pattern was not going to sit here and build a watching boy out of a smear of dark and a child's imagination and the terrible date on the calendar that she had told no one. She turned back to the lamp, to the warm floating room, to her living children and her husband's hand.

"Nobody's out there," she agreed, and squeezed Daniel's hand, and he squeezed back, grateful, the two of them shoring each other up against the same fear they were each pretending not to have. "Eat your crusts, Theo. We're all tired. It's been a big day."

Getting the children to bed in a house full of boxes is its own small campaign, and Nora fought it that first night the way she fought everything now, methodically, one objective at a time, because the method was the thing that kept the floor under her. She found the box marked BATHROOM by the third guess and dug out towels that smelled of the old house, of a life four hundred miles away, and she ran Theo a bath in the deep old iron tub and listened to the pipes announce it to the whole house — a knock and a shudder and then a rush, the water coming through brown for a moment and then clearing — and she knelt on the cold tile and washed the day out of her son's hair while he told her, at length, the complete inventory of the frogs he intended to catch, the lane he intended to explore, the exact repairs the porch swing would require, which he delivered with the authority of a boy who had inspected it personally. She loved him so much in that bathroom, in the steam, with the strange house creaking around them, that she had to look away and busy her hands with the shampoo so he would not see her face do the thing it wanted to do.

The dog would not come upstairs.

That was the first thing, though Nora did not let herself count it as a thing. Sadie was a big soft anxious shepherd-cross of uncertain ancestry and settled disposition, eight years old, a dog who had ridden four hundred miles with her chin on Theo's knee and greeted every rest stop as a personal triumph, and she had trotted through the new house that afternoon with her nose down, reading it, tail going, cataloguing the smells of the strangers who had lived here before — and then, somewhere around dusk, she had stopped. She had planted herself in the front room, facing the back of the house, facing the kitchen and the dark field beyond it, and she had lain down with her chin on her paws and her ears up, and she would not be coaxed from that spot, not with her bowl, not with Theo's whole persuasive repertoire, not by the fire. When Daniel tried to carry her up to sleep in Theo's room as she always did, she went rigid in his arms at the foot of the stairs and made a sound low in her chest that none of them had heard from her before, not a growl exactly, more like a question she was afraid of the answer to, and Daniel set her back down and she returned to her spot facing the field and lay down again, watching, and Daniel said, "New house. She'll settle," and everyone agreed that she would settle, and no one said what each of them had privately noticed, which was that the dog was not looking at the house. She was looking through it, out the back, at the wood.

Theo went to bed easy, worn out, in the small room beside his parents', and Nora sat on the edge of his bed the way she had every night for a year — the sitting had started after Eli and never stopped, and would not stop for a long time yet — and Theo, drifting, his eyes already closing, said, "Mom. Is the boy going to be cold out there?"

"What boy, baby?"

"The one by the trees. From dinner. Sadie sees him too, that's why she won't come up. Dogs see better in the dark." He said it without fear, the way he said everything, a fact about the world. "He doesn't have a coat. I think somebody should give him a coat." And then he was asleep, all at once, the way children go, between one word and the next, and Nora sat on the edge of his bed in the dark of the strange room and looked at the black window and did not go to it, did not look, made herself not look, and after a while she leaned down and kissed her sleeping son's forehead and whispered, "There's no boy, sweetheart," to a child who could not hear her, which meant she was really saying it to herself, and it did not work on either of them.

Wren was still up when Nora looked in. She had not unpacked; she was sitting on the bare mattress in the room that faced the wood with a single box open beside her and her phone held up toward the window, and she lowered it when her mother appeared in the doorway, quick, guilty, the way she lowered it whenever anyone came, though there was nothing on it to hide, only the absence of everything, the group chats gone quiet, the world she'd been exiled from carrying on without her four hundred miles away. "There's like one bar if you stand right here," Wren said, not quite meeting her mother's eyes. "So that's cool. That's going to be great."

"We'll figure out the signal," Nora said. "Your dad'll rig something. He always does." She stood in the doorway and wanted, with a physical ache, to cross the room and sit down on the mattress and put her arms around her daughter, and did not, because she had learned that Wren received her mother's tenderness the way you receive a bill you can't pay, with a flinch and a turning-away, and Nora had trained herself to leave the wanting at the door. "You picked the room with the view, at least."

Wren turned and looked out the window, at the field going blue and then black, at the wall of the wood beyond it, and something moved across her face that Nora couldn't read — not fear, which was what a mother hoped for and could act on, but something quieter and worse, something almost like recognition, like a person seeing a face they'd been expecting. "Yeah," Wren said. "The view." And she did not explain it, and Nora did not ask, because sixteen-year-olds who are asked will lie, and Nora had enough lies in the house already without going looking for more. "Night, Mom," Wren said, which was a dismissal, but a gentle one, gentler than most that year, and Nora took it as the small gift it was and went.

Downstairs, Daniel had made a nest of the front room — the one lamp, the sofa dug out from behind a wall of boxes, the fire he'd built more for the company of it than the warmth, September not yet cold. He had the legal pad on his knee and the pencil going, the long inventory of the house's needs, and Nora came down and moved a box off the sofa and sat against him, and for a while they did not talk, they just sat, his arm coming around her, the fire ticking, the dog a dark watchful shape by the kitchen door, and it was the best of the day, this hour, the two of them upright and quiet in the wreck of the move with the children asleep above them, and Nora let herself believe, for the length of it, that they had done the right thing. That the house was just a house. That four hundred miles was far enough. That a family could outrun the room with the closed door if it only drove long enough and paid little enough and wanted it badly enough.

"We're going to be okay here," Daniel said, into her hair, and it was half a statement and half a question, and Nora said, "We are," and made it a statement for him, because that was the work they did for each other now, the shoring-up, each propping the other against the same wind. And Daniel showed her the list — the roof, the swing (done, he noted, with quiet pride), the range, the fence, the gutters, a hundred small solvable things — and Nora watched him build the future one repairable item at a time and understood that this was his prayer, his rosary, his way of saying I will keep you without having to say it, and she put her hand over his hand on the pad and stopped the pencil, and he looked at her, and for a moment the year fell away and he was just Daniel, her Daniel, and she was just Nora, and they were two people who had once been happy in a kitchen a long time ago and might be again, and he turned his hand over under hers and held it, and neither of them said anything, and it was enough.

It was Sadie who broke it. The dog came up off the floor all at once, not barking, worse than barking — she stood facing the kitchen, facing the back door, facing the field, and the low sound came out of her again, the afraid question, rising now, and her hackles were up in a ridge along her spine, and she took two stiff steps toward the dark kitchen and stopped, as if at a line she would not cross, and stood there trembling, staring at the black glass of the back door where there was nothing to see but the room reflected and, beyond it, the field. Daniel got up. Nora heard herself say, "Don't," and did not know why she'd said it, and Daniel went into the kitchen and turned on the light and looked out the back door at the field — Nora watched him from the sofa, watched his back go still in the doorway for a moment, one moment, before he came back rubbing the dog's ears and saying, "Deer, probably. Or that's where the last people put the trash and she smells fox. She'll settle." And the dog did not settle, but she lay back down, facing the field, and Daniel turned the kitchen light back off, and Nora did not ask him what he'd seen in that one still moment in the doorway, and Daniel did not say, and that was the first of it, the very first, the first thing carried alone in a house that would teach them all, before the end, exactly what it cost to carry things alone.

Later, when the children were in their new beds and the dog had settled and the lamp was off, Nora lay awake in the unfamiliar dark of the front room and listened to the house. It was a talkative house. Old houses are; they tick and settle and breathe, wood giving up the day's heat, and Nora, a practical woman, told herself the names of the sounds as she heard them, the way she had once taught frightened children in the ward to name the machines that beeped around their beds so the machines would stop being monsters and become only machines. That is the roof cooling. That is the stair. That is the water in the old pipes. And under all of it, so low and so steady that she was not sure at first it was a sound at all and not just the sound of her own listening, she thought she heard something out past the field. A knocking. Slow. Patient. One knock and then, after a long enough wait that each time she decided she had imagined it, another. Wood on wood, far off, keeping a rhythm too regular to be the wind.

That is a branch, Nora told herself. That is one dead branch knocking another in a wood full of dead branches, and it means nothing, there is no more meaning than that, and she lay in the dark and named it until it became only a branch, and eventually, toward morning, she slept.

Down the hall, in the small room she had chosen, Wren Christianson did not sleep.

She lay on her back with her phone held over her face — one bar, then no bars, then one bar, the signal coming and going like something breathing — and she did not read anything on it because there was nothing to read, no messages, the group chats four hundred miles away already closing over the space where she had been the way the pond closes over a stone. She held the phone up mostly for the light of it, the small cold human light, against the dark of the room and the darker rectangle of the window that looked out on the wood. She had chosen this room. She could not have said why, to her mother, and had been glad her mother hadn't asked. She had walked in and looked out at the trees and felt, for the first time in a year, that she was in the presence of something that matched her — something that stood there at the edge of things not asking to be forgiven, not asking to be all right, not performing its recovery for the neighbors. The wood did not want her to be okay. Wren was so tired of everyone wanting her to be okay.

She was awake, so she heard it clearly, in a way her mother down the hall had not quite let herself hear it: the sound out past the field. Not a knocking. Wren would have called it a knocking too, if she had been half asleep and looking for a safe name. But she was fully awake, lying still, listening with the whole of her attention because attention was the one
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