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The drive through the country to Mother’s home wasn’t the problem. It was never the problem. It was coming back that always made things difficult.

I’d made the drive out to Mother’s house every month like clockwork since I left for college at eighteen. No surprise, coming home was always hard for me, but that’s neither here nor there. I think coming home is hard for most people, especially once they’ve had their taste of the outside world. It’s hard to call it “freedom,” but I suppose to some people “different” is the same as “freedom.” Mother never liked the thoughts I got from school, but I told her I had to go. I wanted to make something out in the world for myself. Have a life, a career. A family.

The family part is what swung it, I think. She’s always wanted a legacy and she’s always been fond of children. I still find small bones around the cabin from time to time. Poor little things. Sometimes it’s hard to let go of the things you love. Easy to hold onto them so tight they snap. I’m glad I wasn’t born a fragile thing.

The drive out was hard. Any time I went home, the drive was always long, no matter when I left, and even if I headed out during the barest hours of the morning, I always ended up coming to the cabin at night. Mother lived on her own island, you see. It’s a small cluster of rocks and trees, not even an acre square, but it’s in the middle of a big river in the deep country of Missouri. I never understood why people always called it Hag’s Island as a kid, but once I left for good, I knew a little better. It’s funny now, looking back. I never understood why parents didn’t like their children playing with me, but how could they want me around, feral thing of the wilds that I was? I imagine I must have looked quite the sight then, not quite able to hold on to a perfectly human shape, all full of twigs and leaves and the bones Mother gave me. Why would a parent let their children play with something like that? Wise parents. Stupid children.

But, oh yes, the island. Mother’s island. Just a cluster of rocks sticking out of the black water of the river like teeth, trees sprouting out of the cracks and leaning precariously out over the water or slumping against one-another to try and stay upright. The shadows never go quite the right way there, but I suppose that’s how I knew it was home.

No one can find the island by day. I used to be able to, but somewhere along the line I lost a little bit of that part of me. Not all of it, mind. Just enough for it to matter. Now I have to start in the day and find it at night like everyone else. It’s alright. It’s part of the trade I made to leave. When I would go back to the island, I usually ended up packing a meal and some water and started driving out into the country late in the afternoon. You have to drive out real far into the country, you see. Once dark comes, I start looking for her signs. They’re easy to miss if you don’t know what you’re looking for, I’m told, but I’ve known them my whole life, so they’re familiar to me in the way family things are always familiar. Like slipping on a well-worn pair of shoes familiar.

Eventually I would come to the bridge. It’s modern enough – all concrete and fresh pavement with lines of reflectors on either side of the road leading up to it. But once you’re on the bridge, there are no reflectors and the bridge is only wide enough for one car to pass at a time, so best you leave your brights on so you can see anything coming up the other way. I saw a couple sets of eyes down at the end of the bridge once when I was going down and I can tell you this:I threw my car in reverse real quick as soon as those high-beams hit the retinas. I backed up all of the way off the bridge and waited a few minutes before trying again. Once you come up on Mother’s stretch of the woods, you don’t trust that what you find are just animals. Even the prey is liable to have jagged teeth.

The bridge was quiet going in the last time, though. Quiet I don’t mind, but silence is the worst thing I could have out there. The brights cast the cement sides of the bridge in pale angles with sharp shadows but all around the bridge was just black void – an empty nothing to scream into with just the barest hint of the shadows of trees. The perfect place for Mother and her kin.

I spent the weekend with Mother, then. That’s how I always did it. When I went to go see Mother once a month, I’d go for only the weekend. Stay too long and time tends to stretch and bend in odd ways. I’d help her around the cabin. Simple things, you know, tidying up, tending her garden, check the traps, whatnot. All of the things Old Kin need help with from time to time. Such is the way of things, and such was the exchange, the deal we had. I helped her here and in exchange, she left me to my own family. I never told her about my children, the perfect little boy who looked just like his daddy, the middle boy with a mischievous streak a mile long, and then my youngest, who I think might have a touch of her blood in him. Thirds were always tricky things. Thirds and sevenths and fourteenths, but I wasn’t about to push out seven or fourteen babies, so I would have to be content with my third. My favorite. The one who collected odd things from the garden and who told me he once plucked a star from the sky but put it back when it burned his hand. My little fae child, if that was true, and he had the blisters there to suggest it was. I couldn’t tell Mother about him. She’d keep him if she found out while he was still a child. I’d pay the price – leave him with her when the time was right for him to learn what it meant to be of Old Kin, but for now, he would just be my favorite boy.

My husband didn’t understand these things, but bless him for his perky innocence in that. A golden fool, but my fool. He never asked about things too much, never pressed when I simply said I didn’t want to talk about it and simply took my trips to Mother’s in stride. He asked to see her once, right after we got engaged. He said he wanted to do things “the right way,” to ask for permission to marry me or to see if Mother wanted to come to the wedding. I asked
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