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A Note on This Book

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events, and incidents are either products of the author's imagination or used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

This novel contains depictions of violence, body horror, aging, cognitive decline, and psychological distress that some readers may find disturbing. Reader discretion is advised. I wrote this one thinking about how memory works on the people who love us, and some of it got dark before I was finished with it. Go gently if any of this hits close to home.
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Prologue
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Mara woke at 2:14 in the morning because the house told her to.

She didn't think of it that way. She thought of it, in the thin half-second between sleep and awake, as a sound — a specific sound, one she couldn't have named if you'd asked her, the kind of sound a house makes when a board somewhere remembers the day's heat leaving it. She'd heard that sound ten thousand times in fifty years. She'd never once woken up for it before.

She lay still and listened. Nothing. The refrigerator cycling on downstairs. The particular quiet of a house at the far end of a road nobody used at night.

Then, so soft she felt it more than heard it, like a word spoken against the inside of her own skull: her name.

Not Mara. The other one. The one only a single person on earth had ever called her, and that person had been dead — she made herself think the word, dead, because she needed at least one thing tonight to be certain — for sixty-one years.

She got up. She told herself she was getting a glass of water. Her feet found the hallway floor without the light on, the way feet do in a house they've walked ten thousand times, and she was three steps past her own bedroom door before she noticed she'd left it open behind her, which she never did anymore, not since the notes started, not since SLEEP WITH THE LIGHT ON had appeared in her own hand on the wall by the switch and she'd stopped asking herself why.

Downstairs, the kitchen was exactly as she'd left it. Kettle on the stove. Mug in the rack. The little pad of paper she kept by the phone, the one she used for the ordinary lists, milk, stamps, call the dentist.

There was a note on it now that she hadn't written. Or she had. She couldn't get the two ideas to sit still long enough to tell them apart, which had become the worst part of all this, worse than the fear, the not being able to trust which thoughts were memories and which were just shapes her mind had built to fill a hole where a memory used to be.

SHE'S CALLING ME AGAIN.

Under it, in the same hand, pressed hard enough to show through to the next three pages:

DON'T LOOK FOR ME IN THE WOODS.

Mara stood at the counter for a long time with the pen still in her hand. She didn't remember picking it up.

Outside, past the kitchen window, past the ruin of the garden she used to keep before her knees went, the tree line sat black against a sky just barely lighter than it. She had lived at the edge of those woods for fifty years. She knew, in the particular useless way you know a fact you've never once tested, that there was nothing in them. No houses. No road. Just birch and old maple running back a mile or two before the county land started, the kind of woods that swallow a stray cat now and then and nothing bigger.

She thought that, standing at her own kitchen window at two in the morning, and some other, older, much quieter part of her thought back: that isn't true and you know it isn't.

The back door was unlocked. She didn't remember unlocking it.

She stood on the step in her nightgown with the grass wet and cold under her bare feet, and the air smelled the way August always smelled that far from town, like cut hay gone slightly sweet with rot, and somewhere out past where the yard gave up and the woods began, a voice she hadn't heard in sixty-one years said her name again.

Not Mara.

The other one. The one that had been quiet inside those trees since before Nell was born, since before Frank, since before Mara herself had understood what quiet actually cost.

She took one step down into the grass.

She would not remember, later, deciding to take the second one.

By morning the dew would be burned off the lawn and the porch light would still be on and a neighbor two properties down, the kind of man who noticed newspapers piling up on a step, would stand at the fence line frowning at a house that had gone very still, in the specific way a held breath is still, and think, not yet with any real alarm, that he ought to go and check on the old woman one of these days.

He would wait three more days to do it.

By then there would be a trail through the wet grass leading from the back step to the tree line, eleven feet short of the first birch, where it would simply stop, no sign of anyone doubling back, no sign of anyone at all.

And no one, not the officer who found it, not her daughter, not her granddaughter, not anyone standing in that yard trying to make the facts hold still long enough to mean something, would think to ask the one question that actually mattered.

Not where Mara had gone.

What she'd heard out there, in a stretch of ordinary woods that had never held anything bigger than a stray cat, to make her walk into it barefoot at two in the morning and not come back for three days.

Or why, when she finally did come back, she'd stand in her own kitchen and ask her daughter, in a voice gone strange and careful, if June was still here.
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Chapter One  —  The Notes
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Mara had started leaving notes for herself sometime in March, and by August the house had more of her handwriting in it than furniture. They were stuck to the fridge with magnets shaped like fruit. Taped along the stair rail at eye level, so she'd catch them going up. One was folded into an origami triangle and wedged behind the bathroom mirror, which was the kind of thing you did if you didn't quite trust the person who might read it.

Most of them were ordinary. TURN OFF THE STOVE. CALL NELL SUNDAY. THE MAIL KEY IS IN THE BLUE JAR. Doreen down the road used to leave herself notes like that too, before the home took her, and Mara used to feel a private, ungenerous relief that she still remembered things like the mail key without writing them down.

She wasn't feeling that kind of relief anymore.

The new notes didn't look like Doreen's notes. They didn't wobble the way handwriting wobbles when a hand's gone unsteady. They were pressed hard enough into the paper that you could read some of them in Braille if you ran a thumb over the back of the page. DON'T OPEN THE BLUE DOOR. SLEEP WITH THE LIGHT ON. And the one that made her stop leaving her bedroom door open at night, the one she wrote at two in the morning in a hand she almost didn't recognize as her own: IF YOU HEAR JUNE, DON'T ANSWER.

She had no memory of writing that note. She had every memory of being frightened when she found it, stuck above the light switch, at some point during a Tuesday she otherwise couldn't account for.

Mara didn't tell Nell about the notes. Nell called on Sundays, ten minutes, sometimes twelve if there was a lull at the restaurant Ivy worked at and Nell needed something to fill the silence with. Mara kept her voice light on those calls. She'd talk about the tomatoes coming in early this year, or the raccoon that kept getting into the bins, and she would not mention that she'd woken up three mornings running with dirt under her fingernails and no memory of the yard.

She especially did not mention June.

— ⊹ —

The call came to Nell on a Thursday, which she would remember later, the ordinariness of a Thursday, because nothing about the rest of it felt ordinary at all. She was in the parking lot of the dental office where she worked the front desk, sitting in her car with the engine off because she liked five minutes of quiet before she went in, and her phone lit up with a number she didn't recognize.

"Is this Eleanor Voss? Daughter of Mara Voss?"

Nobody called her Eleanor. She hadn't gone by it since she was nineteen. She said yes anyway, already knowing from the officer's tone that this was going to be one of those calls that rearranged a day.

Her mother wasn't answering the phone. A neighbor — not Gus, someone Nell didn't know — had noticed the porch light burning at noon and the newspapers piling on the step and had finally walked up and knocked, and when nobody answered he'd tried the door and found it locked, and something about the quiet of the place had bothered him enough to call it in. The county sent someone out. The someone had gone around back, found a window unlatched, and climbed in to check.

The house was empty. Mara's shoes were by the door, both pairs she owned. Her purse was on the kitchen table with her wallet inside it, forty dollars and a photograph of Frank folded into the billfold. The stove was off. The bed was made.

"We're not treating this as anything yet," the officer said, in the careful voice of a man who was, in fact, already treating it as something. "But given her age, and given the door was locked from the inside, we wanted family to know."

Nell drove the two hours with Ivy in the passenger seat, because Ivy had shown up at her door with a duffel bag before Nell had even finished making the second call, the one to her own daughter, the one where she'd barely gotten out where and something's wrong before Ivy said I'm coming, don't leave without me.

They didn't talk much on the drive. Ivy had her phone out, doing the thing she did when she was anxious, which was research whatever was frightening her
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