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Our irrational, darker selves demand familiars.
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I’m in hell, I think. Sunlight slices through my eyelids. My head pounds thickly, almost percussive. I’m in hell and it’s my childhood bedroom.

Open my eyes. The tinny taste of bile and tequila at the back of my mouth. My mother standing at the window, a look on her face of disappointment, worry. I groan and turn over, wincing at the glaring white of the walls. They used to be pink, back when I was a teenager. Damson-rose and covered in posters—Eminem, Buffy, Green Day—but after I married and moved out, my mother had taken them all down and repainted. She’d missed the picture of the Backstreet Boys taped behind the vanity mirror, though. It was the first thing I’d looked for when I came home.

Home. The word has a strange taste. Sour, bittersweet almost. This isn’t home. Home is with Joe in Wiltshire, the undulating chalk hills, Neolithic barrows, and ancient, weathered stones. Home is the beehives and wrens nesting in the eaves.

“You really tied one on last night.” My mother’s voice is clipped and disapproving. “You left the fridge door open when you went to bed. Your dad’s gone mad. He thinks you’re going to burn the house down while we’re away.”

“I won’t.”

Ugh. My eyes are gummy and dry. Wine, beer, tequila. Thank God Mum had taken that bottle of gin off me. I’m a misery when I drink gin.

“You sure you don’t mind us going, love?” Her voice has softened. “I can always stay behind if you need me.”

“Don’t be daft. You can’t send Dad off on an eight-week cruise on his own. Besides, think of the money you’ll lose.” I let my hands drift into the air and play above the covers like two birds.

My mother watches silently before looking at the large brown envelope she is holding. “This came for you this morning. Hand-delivered. I think it’s probably—”

“I know what it is, Mum.”

“Divorce is such an ugly thing. In my day we just muddled through.” She looks at me with real concern. “You will be all right, won’t you, Hazel?” Her voice catches, just a little bit.

That surprises me into sitting up. “I’ll be fine, Mum! I’m thirty next month. You have to stop worrying about me. Besides, I’ve been thinking about everything and—well, this is a new start for me, isn’t it? I need to make the best of it.”

She nods, coming over to kiss me on the cheek. Her perfume is so familiar: bergamot and a musky, powdery jasmine. I feel choked.

“I’ll leave this in the kitchen. Make sure you read it carefully and don’t sign anything without a solicitor.”

“Goodbye, Mum. Don’t get seasick.”

My mother laughs, face still youthful despite the gray starting to show in her hair. She goes to leave but at the last minute turns in the doorway, looking over at me with unmasked concern. “You will call Cathy, won’t you? Don’t leave it too late.”

After my parents leave, I take a long bath in the en suite, propping the window open so the air walks cold fingertips up the back of my neck. Outside, a mist skims the tops of the pines which grow along the ridge and creep into the valley. The light is the mellow luster of autumn, peach colored and woozy. I slide beneath the surface, my hair floating in the water like long fronds of kelp. There’s an old joke that keeps going round my head:

What’s an apiarist’s favorite chat-up line? I’m a keeper and I’m looking for a queen.

Joe had liked that one so much he’d repeated it on our wedding day during his speech, his face flushed with champagne and delight, eyes soft as he turned to me and raised his glass. That evening we’d danced alone in a walled garden, the hem of my dress damp in the long grass. He’d fed me wedding cake made with spiced honey from his hives. The sun had hung in the sky like a gold medallion. Swaying cow parsley, the purr of bees. I close my eyes and try not to think of the stiff brown envelope. Decree Absolute.

Downstairs, I boil the kettle as my mother’s beloved Persian cats—Conquest and Celeste—wind around my legs, gazing up at me with their luxurious amber eyes. My mother loves these cats more than life itself—certainly more than my sister Cathy and me. They are all over this house—in photographs and oil paintings and the rosettes pinned to the noticeboard: best of breed, imperial, first class. After Cathy moved out, Mum turned her bedroom into a cat lounge complete with plump cushions and scratching posts. I figure it’s only sheer luck that my bedroom didn’t suffer the same fate, otherwise right now I’d be sleeping on the sofa.

A new start.

I make coffee and take a couple of painkillers with the first sip, burning my tongue. The problem with new starts is that the first step is just so fucking hard. I guess I need to begin by cutting my drinking down. I find the gin my mother had taken off me last night and unscrew the cap without hesitation, pouring the remains of the bottle into the sink. The smell makes me gag, but I stand there until it is done, my headache receding just a little by the time I’m finished.

What’s next? Get a haircut, maybe?

I seek out a pair of scissors and study my face in the hallway mirror, lifting my fringe away from my forehead and touching the lines which have formed there, seemingly overnight. My expression is serious, even in repose. I see glimpses of my parents: My father’s hazel eyes, his heavy brows. His dark Italian hair. That’s my mother’s pale complexion and flared, equine nostrils.

A haircut is too drastic, I think, returning the scissors to the drawer. I once cut it too short and ended up looking severe and oddly masculine, like an Italian grandfather. I’m not like Cathy, who looks good in anything, even the bowl haircuts our mother gave us our last year of primary school. There’s a picture of me somewhere in this house with that exact haircut, and Joe had told me I looked like I should be on the sex offender register.

Joe. Okay, don’t think about Joe. He is in the past. He is not part of my new start.

Cathy, though. Yes, I should call Cathy. That would be the grown-up thing to do, right? After all, it’s been nearly five years. I pick up the phone. Put it straight back down again. I told you I’m not good at this new start stuff. I’m a procrastinator.

Maybe I could go for a jog?

Enough crazy talk. I pick up my phone again. Scroll through to find Cathy’s number. Put it down. My heart is beating out of my chest. I think of last night, overhearing Mum and Dad talking when they thought I couldn’t hear them. Mum’s voice had been quiet, almost weepy.

“I just don’t think we should leave her, Pete, especially with everything that’s gone on.”

“You want us to stay here and babysit a grown woman?” my dad had responded. “It’s only a broken marriage; she’ll get through it as long as she lays off the bloody booze.”

“But it’s not just that, is it?” Mum sighed. “It’s all this other stuff.”

All this other stuff.

I pick up the phone once more and press Call before I can change my mind, thrilled and horrified to see the little icon light up on the screen. Cathy and I haven’t spoken for five years, not since the day of my wedding. In that time, she has had another baby, a boy. I have two nephews now, one of whom I’ve never met. I think about what I’ll say when she picks up the phone, how my name will sound on her tongue. Will she speak it like an obituary, or with bright, wild joy? Will it sound the same as it did all those years ago when she’d spat, “I wish they’d cut you away and just left the fucking tumor, Hazel.”

Almost without thinking, my hand moves to my lower back, fingertips pressing against the scar there, a ridge of puckered tissue no more than five inches long.
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In the dark sitting room, the television is playing. Danny is asleep, facedown on the sofa, his lanky frame already too big for the little two-seater. There is a silvery spindle of dried saliva on the cushion beneath him. Cathy shakes him briskly awake, rattling the blinds open as she does so.

“Time for school! Come on. Up!”

Danny grunts and wipes at his lips, looking at his mother blearily. Scout, wearing just his nappy and a smear of jam on his cheek, goggles at his older brother before reaching out and grabbing a fistful of Cathy’s hair. There is a strong smell of burning toast, the sound of the microwave pinging in the kitchen. If she’s late for work, she’ll get another warning, Cathy knows. There are creases in her shirt, her hair is still damp. She’ll be lucky if she makes the bus.

“You’ll need to fix your own breakfast, Danny. I’ve got to get Scout to day care. Go on and get changed—and no messing about on your phone!”

“Uh-huh.” Danny yawns. He scratches at his neck. “Did you see the message I sent you about the video?”

“Yes, and I’ll watch it later. Right now, I need you moving.”

Her phone rings as she’s strapping Scout into his dungarees. She almost ignores it, peering down to look at the screen only at the very last second.

Hazel.

Seeing the name floating there is agony and sweetness, like biting through tinfoil. There is a sliding feeling like rockfall in Cathy’s chest. She quickly directs Scout to his toys and picks up the call before the voicemail kicks in. Her heart is beating faster than she can remember but her voice is calm and level, almost cautious.

“Hazel? Is it really you?”

“It’s really me.”

“Mum said you were home. Bet you don’t recognize the place.”

She can hear the smile in Hazel’s voice as she replies, “I saw what she did to your bedroom.”

“Ugh. I know, right? The Pussy Palace.”

Hazel laughs and Cathy grins. She can’t help herself and right at that moment the years are washed away.

“Joe and I are separating, but you probably know that. We’re getting a divorce. The papers arrived this morning, but I bet Mum already told you everything, huh? They left for the cruise an hour ago.”

“How long are they gone for?”

“Fifty days.”

“Lucky bastards. Can’t believe she’s trusting you with the cats.”

“Me neither. I think she’s set up a nanny cam.”

Cathy snorts with laughter. It’s funny, she thinks. This feeling of release. Like she’s been storing all these heavy, bad feelings inside her for a long time only to find they’re as insubstantial as smoke.

“I want to see you,” she tells Hazel as Scout rams a plastic truck into her legs. Cathy no longer cares about the creases in her shirt or getting to work on time. She is suddenly full of big ideas, the way she always is. “Can we get lunch this weekend? There’s a new shopping center in town, we can go there. I can get a babysitter, even.”

“No, bring the boys. I’d like that. I’d like to see you too. It’s been so long.”

Bring the boys. Cathy hesitates. There is a pinching sensation in her stomach, like a contraction. It’s one thing to expose herself to old wounds. Another to drag her boys into it. She sucks in a quick breath, telling herself she’s worrying unnecessarily.

“Listen, Hazel, I have to get to work. Shall we—Scout, hang on, honey, hang on—shall we say Saturday? I can meet you out front by the fountain about eleven.”

“Sure. Eleven sounds good.”

Danny is lingering in the doorway, as if waiting to ask her a question. Money for lunch maybe, or needling her again about watching the video he made for school. She waves him away, pointing at the clock. You’re late, she mouths, and then Scout lets out a piercing wail as he topples off his ride-on truck, one foot snagged in the little red steering wheel. Cathy moves the phone to her other ear, wishing all of this away so she could just talk to her sister for another minute. She should be rushing out the door by now, pushing Scout’s buggy ahead of her, but there’s something she wants to say, and it can’t wait.

“I am glad you called, Hazel. Really.”

“Me too.”

And Cathy knows this is the truth, and that her sister means it. But when she hangs up, there is still a lingering doubt sitting uneasily inside her, like a sliver of glass.

Bring the boys.
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I consider taking the bus to town, but the thought of the downhill journey and those narrow twisting roads makes my already bilious stomach lurch. I decide to walk instead, zipping my coat against the cold autumn air. I wave to the neighbor across the street who is staring at me over the roof of his car, unsmiling. He raises a hand solemnly in return. Mr. Jenner. When me and Cathy were kids, he’d tell us off for riding our bikes up and down the road. I gave him the finger once and he threatened to tell my parents.

It’s strange to be home. Idless is a small town, made to feel smaller by the trees seaming it into the valley on all sides. Around here you get used to the constant fragrance of the pines; green and resinous and as bright as cut ginger. I’ve never liked the view from the valley, looking up toward the sloping hills. It always makes me feel as though the trees are slowly inching toward the town like a lumbering arboreal landslide.

As I cross the deserted town square toward the pharmacy, something catches my eye. There, just beneath an old wooden bench, something is growing. I bend down to squint at it.

“Hello, you,” I whisper. To the passersby, it probably looks like a wad of chewed gum, bright yellow and gelatinous, stuck beneath the slats of the bench. But I know better. Gently, I reach out a finger. The mass is firm, and it shivers slightly at my touch.

“Aren’t you beautiful?” I’m getting on my hands and knees to take a closer look, not minding the damp concrete, the grit and grime digging into my palms. Right now, my whole focus has shrunk to this tiny growth beneath the bench, this yellow brain fungus, so called because of the folds and crenellations that make up the fruiting body.

“Are you okay?” a voice asks me. I’m halfway under the bench right now, my head almost touching the wall behind it. “Do you need me to call someone for you?”

I slide myself awkwardly out. There is a man standing over me—looming would be a better expression, he’s at least six feet tall—looking at me with concern and just the slightest hint of distaste. I grin, but his expression doesn’t change. If anything, he looks more suspicious.

“I’m looking at a mushroom.”

“Is that right?” Hard to read his tone, but I can see he doesn’t believe me.

I point. “See? It’s called yellow brain. Also known as witch’s butter.”

“Why?”

“Because it was said that if it grew on your front door or gate, then you’d been cursed by a witch.”

“Huh. So you think a witch cursed this bench?”

He smiles. There is a gap between his front teeth wide enough to fit a coin through. I always wanted one of those. Like Madonna.

“Well, I suppose she might have done. If it was too uncomfortable.”

His grin widens and I take a better look at him. He’s older than me—late forties or early fifties is my best guess—with a crooked nose that has been broken more than once. His skin is sallow, with a broad forehead and heavy brows which frame eyes shining with good humor. There’s a familiarity about him, but if you spend long enough in small places like Idless, you start thinking like that about everybody. We’re all kin here one way or another, that’s what everyone says.

“Do all mushrooms have such weird names or is it just this one?”

“Depends what you mean by weird. There’s a powdery piggyback, a turquoise elfcup, destroying angel—”

“I don’t like the sound of that one.”

“It’s lethal. There’s a well-known aphorism among my forager friends: All mushrooms are edible, but some of them only once. The destroying angel is an ‘only once’ kind of mushroom.”

He laughs at that, unfolding his arms to reveal smears of dusky orange mud on his overalls, as if he has wiped his hands there.

Without thinking, I point to them. “You’ve been digging in clay soil.”

He looks down at himself in surprise. Raises his fingertips to his chest. “I have indeed. Planting hydrangeas. Are you a gardener, uh—?”

“Hazel. And no, I’m not. I’m not sure what I am. The correct term is a mycologist, but I’m an amateur, really. In this country, mushrooms are mostly seasonal, so this is a busy time of year for me. I’m going hunting today, in fact. All this mist and drizzle, it’s the perfect weather for it.”

“Is that right? What are you looking for?”

I sit carefully down on the bench and indicate for him to join me, which he does after a moment’s consideration. His face is lined and craggy, like a ravine. It reminds me of petrified wood.

“As it’s nearly Halloween, I’m hoping to find a fungus called devil’s fingers. I go looking for them every year, but I’ve never seen them. This year I’ve had a tip-off about a place where they’re known to grow, so I’m feeling pretty confident.”

“Why are they called devil’s fingers?”

“Because that’s what they look like, coming out of the ground.” I extend my fingers out of the end of my sleeve, wriggling them. “Red and pointy, like something out of a horror film. What’s worse is that they produce a smell like rotting flesh to attract insects.”

“Blerugh!” He mimes gagging. “Where can you find these horrors, then? I need to know where to avoid.”

I slide my bag from my shoulder. Inside it is an old book I’ve carried everywhere with me for the last five years. It’s a field guide to mushroom identification written in the eighties. It had been a birthday gift from Joe, bought from a secondhand bookshop on the corner of his road. My fascination with mushrooms has always bemused Joe. His bees are the purring, drowsy creatures of summer days and elegant wildflowers, the sweet amber of honey. He didn’t understand the dirt and decay, the coatings of sap and slime. It was a mystery to him. I was a mystery to him.

“Here. I’ll show you.” I’ve folded the corner of the page down, and I find it quickly, turning the book toward him. On the page is an illustration of devil’s fingers: otherworldly and alien looking, erupting bright red tentacles from a gelatinous egg sac. On the facing page, a few paragraphs of type and then my notes handwritten in the margins. The book is full of them, scribbled in corners and crammed between paragraphs. I’ve got footnotes on footnotes in there, annotations and maps. Joe used to tell me it was like trying to untangle a cipher. The man frowns at it, rubbing it with his thumbnail as if that will make the handwriting more legible.

“What’s that say? Drey Town?”

“Bray Farm. It’s up in the woods. Do you know it?”

His face sets, becoming almost serious. He hands the book back to me. “I know it. Don’t you need the owner’s permission to go up there?”

“Huh.” I hadn’t thought of that. I’ve just been powering through my hangover, too infused with the concept of my new start to consider whether I would be trespassing. I shrug. “Yeah, I guess. I don’t think anyone owns it, though. I mean, who’d want to after what happened?”

Even though he is staring intently at me, his gaze has no weight. It is a feather turning in the wind. His eyes are pale brown, almost golden. He looks at me a beat too long, and that’s when the penny drops.

“Oh shit. You’re the owner?”

“That’s right. I bought it thirteen years ago and been renovating ever since. It’s an old building, and that makes it a long process.”

“It doesn’t bother you?”

“The history?” He laughs. “Hazel, all the stuff that happened in that house was over a hundred and fifty years ago. I don’t even think about it anymore.”

The morning mist has dragged itself along the treetops and across the precinct, bringing with it the heady, fertile scent of the forest. I feel a tickle run up the back of my neck. I love being among trees. I love the damp, drizzly days of autumn spent digging through loamy soil and layers of rotting wood. But I’ve never liked these woods. For a start, everyone knows they’re haunted. As kids we all heard the story about Joseph Bray, the farmer who went mad one winter and took an axe to his family out in the barn. There are rumors that some parts of it are so thick and dark that if you get lost, you never come out. Sometimes soft lights can be seen flickering and floating among the branches at dusk.

“Hazel?” He nudges me a little. “You’ve gone very quiet. I was just saying that if you want my permission to look around the farm, then you have it. Just don’t go into the house itself—it’s still a bit of a wreck, and I can’t vouch for its safety. You got a pen?”

I nod, pulling it out of the front pocket of my rucksack. I’m getting thirsty. It’s all this talking. I’m thinking about getting a cold can of lemonade or maybe a cup of tea at the kiosk round the corner when I see what he is doing. He is writing his name on the flyleaf of my book. I frown as he hands it back to me.

“That’s me. Andrew Garrison. In case you want to look up on the land registry who the farm belongs to. I don’t want you thinking I’m some creep.”

“Oh, I don’t think that.”

I do think that. I have an innate wariness of men offering me anything. This man probably wants to kill me has run through my head more times than I’d care to admit. He unfolds himself with a groan that speaks of aching joints and old bones. I know how he feels.

“You know the Bray Farm has legs, don’t you?” Now it’s my turn to stare at him blankly. He throws his head back and laughs. “Ah. You’re not as old as me. That’s what the old-timers used to say about the Bray Farm back when I was a kid, because you could never find the place, even with a map. It was like it was running round the forest, hiding from you.”

I laugh, but the image of a house with legs gives me the creeps a little bit. It makes me think of Baba Yaga and her house of the dead marching on long chicken legs.

Andrew looks up toward the forested hills before adding, “Seriously, though, Hazel—between here and there is about fifty miles of wild, arcadian forest. You sure you know where you’re going?”

“Half the fun is in the finding,” I tell him, and it’s the truth—me and my forager buddies say it to each other all the time, even when we’re wading ankle deep through boggy leaf litter or wet, clingy grass. Even in the rain, even in the hail. Half the fun is in the finding. One afternoon Terri had turned up in a homemade T-shirt that read half the fungi is in the finding! and we’d all laughed. Thinking about my old friends makes me feel sad. A slump in my mood is setting in, my headache announcing a comeback bigger than Vegas Elvis. I get up, extending my hand to Andrew, who gives me another of those broad grins as he shakes it. His hand is big and rough and calloused.

“It’s been a real pleasure, Hazel. I hope you find your horrible fungi.”

“Thanks, Andrew. Who knows, I might see you up at the farm later.”

He smiles, but it’s polite. Perfunctory. He doesn’t think he’ll be seeing me again, at the farm or anywhere else. I think of a house scurrying through a dimly lit forest and feel that prickle on the back of my neck a second time. Like a warning.
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The pharmacy is in the square opposite the bench. I can see the little green cross lit up through the shimmering veil of mist as I head toward it. The bell over the door rings as I enter, but there’s only one other person standing inside and they are working behind the counter. I bet that the new shopping center has stolen all the customers away. Even Mum goes there these days, getting her highlights done in the big fancy hairdresser by the fountain. Looking around me at the strip lighting and fly-spotted convex mirrors, I’m not surprised. Like so many other things in Idless, the little pharmacy has resisted modernization.

By now I’ve reached the till and look up. The woman behind the counter runs her eyes briefly up and down me before making a high-pitched squeal of excitement.

“Hazel?” She gasps, clutching her hands together. “Is that you?”

I take in the soft waves of her hair, so blond it burns white beneath the overheads. Hazy green eyes, crinkled into a smile. It’s the voice which does it, though. Dreamy and soft, like melting ice cream.

“Suzie? Suzie Trebath?”

“Yes! Well, I haven’t been Trebath since I married Teddy a while back.” Suzie taps the name badge with her fingernail. It reads susan white. “Hazel! Gosh! How are you? It’s been years! You back for good or just visiting?”

“We’re house-sitting for our parents. Well, cat-sitting, really. They’re on a cruise to the Bahamas.”

“Oh, lucky them! Teddy and I honeymooned there. I see your parents around sometimes. Your mum is so nice to me.”

I always knew Suzie would grow into a glossy, cover girl beauty. With her delicate, elfin features and bouncy blond waves, she’d looked just like Grace Kelly. Even our teachers had thought so. I swiftly pocket my prescription. I can’t file it here, not with my old school friend standing in front of me. I don’t want her to see the cracks in my life, my finger with the band of pale skin where I’d once worn a wedding ring. I reach out for the nearest thing to me—a small can of hair spray—and put it on the counter.

“Can I get some aspirin too, please?”

“Of course! Hey, your mum told me your husband is a beekeeper—Joe, is it? That’s wild, Hazel! That’s just so you!”

Suzie is exactly as I remember her. Saccharine sweet and almost impossible to hate. I don’t tell her about the Decree Absolute. I just let her keep talking, and by the time she’s scanned my hair spray and painkillers, she’s told me all about her husband, Teddy, how they bought and renovated her childhood home, and the holiday they’re planning in the New Year. I learn that Teddy is a dentist, that he’s a Taurus. He’s everything she ever wanted.

“Anything else, Hazel?”

My eye is caught by the packs of brightly wrapped gum on the counter and I reach out for it in amazement. “Is this— It is, it’s Wonderland gum! I didn’t know they made this stuff anymore.”

Suzie arches an eyebrow. “It’s full of sugar, that’s why. Teddy says sugar is way worse for you than smoking.”

Teddy sounds like a real dick, I think before handing the gum to Suzie. “Well, I’ll take two packs, then. I haven’t tasted this since I was fifteen.”

And suddenly I’m catapulted right back to school, me and Suzie and Abigail, our legs entwined on the grass, sunshine and pink gum and sweet breath, giggling. It seems so long ago. Another lifetime.

Behind me, the bell over the door rings, and Suzie’s attention is drawn to the elderly woman who enters, pushing a walking frame ahead of her.

“Hey, Mrs. Scott, I’ve got everything right here for you, ready to go!” Suzie tells her before turning back to me and asking, “You want your receipt, honey?”

“Sure.”

“It’s so good to see you, Hazel. Keep in touch, won’t you?”

I nod, but the ugly noise in my head is starting to clang like a bell. I should have got a bottle of water too. Now I’ll have to dry-swallow these. I pass Mrs. Scott on the way out, and she gives me a strange look, as if she recognizes me. We’re all kin here one way or another, Mrs. Scott, I think as I push open the door into a fine rain falling like silver dust. The cold air is full of woodsmoke. I inhale deeply, thinking about devil’s fingers and houses running away from me, no matter how close I get. Birdsong drifts down from trees.

The mist creeps, creeps.
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I’m halfway to the woods when I see him again. The truck pulls over a little way ahead of me, just before the turnoff that will take me over the packhorse bridge. The rain is falling a little heavier now, pattering on the hood of my coat. My headache is gone, but my tongue is coated with the sour taste of aspirin, and a sadness is creeping in, as dull and heavy as the brown envelope still sitting in my childhood bedroom. I keep thinking about Joe saying, I can’t do this anymore, Hazel, and the unfairness of everything. Something about the way he’d said those words—humbly and without fanfare, as if a structure as complex as my love for him could be so easily dismantled—has left a weight sitting on my chest ever since.

“Hey! Hazel!” Andrew is leaning out the driver’s window with his arm hooked over the door. Violet exhaust smoke rises in the cold air. “I’m heading up to the house. You want to hop in?”

Two things collide in my brain right then. My immediate first thought—not in a million years, pal—is swamped by another, something Andrew had said to me less than an hour before—between here and there is about fifty miles of forest. I’d thought by coming out here I could clear my head and intercept the melancholy which has been swamping me every evening since I came back to Idless. Today, though, that feels impossible. Already there are black wings folding around me.

Andrew reads my hesitation for refusal and nods. “No bother, Hazel—just thought I’d ask! It seems crazy to drive past you in the rain and not offer, especially with the way this weather is getting.”

I look up at the sky. The clouds have grown darker since I left town, thickening overhead. A skitter of wind blows dead leaves across the deserted road. Andrew raises his hand and pulls away from the curb, kicking up a spray of water from his back tires. Before I can even think about it, I’m waving my arms over my head for him to stop. I step out into the road as his brake lights flash, and then I’m running toward the truck, throwing my bag into the footwell as I climb in.

“Did you look me up?” he asks as we rattle over the packhorse bridge that spans the surging River Idless. Below us the water runs clear and silver, bubbling like liquid mercury.

I laugh, embarrassed. “Yeah. Of course I did. Andrew Garrison. You bought the farm in 2013.”

“Told you. Here.” He fishes for an old cloth in the glove box and hands it to me. “Can you wipe the windscreen? It gets misted up something hellish.”

I nod, leaning forward to do so. The road is rising steeply, gutters full of churning water.

“You lived here all your life, Hazel?”

“Uh-uh. Moved away when I was seventeen. How about you?”

“On and off. Wouldn’t want to be anywhere else now, though. It’s the trees, the sound they make when the wind gets up—it’s like singing.”

I know what he’s talking about. It’s something to do with the way the tall spires of the pines are positioned on the hillside. The wind runs through them with a sound like many voices lifting. It’s eerie and a little unsettling. On stormy nights when I was little, I’d put my hands over my ears to get away from it.

“The location is the second reason I bought the farmhouse.”

“Oh yeah? What was the first?”

Andrew grins as he twists the wheel to take the little turning onto a narrow switchback lane. “First reason was the price. It was dirt cheap. The place is a mess, and the renovations have been slow because I’ve been doing them all myself. Poor house was sitting up in those hills rotting a long time before I took it on. But wait till you see it, Hazel. There’s nothing for miles around except birdsong and that smell you only get when you’re deep in the woods.”

I nod. Me and Cathy used to go exploring off the paths until our parents told us we weren’t to do it anymore. Too dangerous, they said. If you fall out of a tree and break a leg, there’s no help for miles around. Cathy and I had ignored them, of course, but they always knew when we’d done it because the smell of the sap-soaked trees clung to us; damp bark and green moss, deep and fungal. Thinking about it makes me reach into my bag and pull my phone out. I’m going to AirDrop my location to my sister and let her know where I am. Do the sensible thing for once. There’s not much signal up here, the single bar flickering slightly, but I’m not worried. It’s not like the old days when you had to climb the hill to make a call else you’d lose connection. There are phone towers everywhere now.

“Do you plan to live in the farmhouse when it’s done?”

He considers the question, his tongue probing into his cheek. “Yeah. It’s been so long, it’s a part of me now. Like Idless, like the trees. These places grow on you, don’t they?”

I nod, but I’m not sure that’s right. Places like Idless get under your skin, but that isn’t quite the same thing. They’re like an irritant, something invasive. I don’t know how else to explain it. It makes me think of the scar on my back and I reach around to touch it as Andrew takes another turnoff onto a narrow lane. Here the walls are herringbone slate dusted with lichen and long, curling ferns. We pass a red telephone box in the overgrowth, windows clouded with age. A hand-painted sign hangs over the door: LAND 4 SALE—238M2—THE SPIT. Underneath that, a phone number half-obscured by nettles. The Spit. Wow. Seeing those words unlocks a memory in me, of tongues crammed into mouths, hot breath in the dark. The radio playing something forgettable and the whole world smelling like sticky pine resin and Wonderland gum.

“‘A spit of barren land with no use for farming or fortitude.’” Andrew nods toward the window. “That’s how the Spit was described in the Domesday Book.”

“I used to go up there as a teenager all the time.”

“What for?”

I lift my head to see if he’s joking, but Andrew simply stares at the road. I shift in my seat, embarrassed.

“Well, uh, we were teenagers. Mostly we’d drive up there and just, you know …” I tail off, looking out the window, hoping he gets my meaning.

“Ah. You mean to get laid?”

I’m surprised into a laugh and Andrew gives me that big gap-toothed grin again. There are deep pockmarks on his skin, as if he’d suffered a bout of measles or chicken pox when he was younger.

“I’m teasing.” He tells me, “I know all about the Spit. I came up here a time or two myself back in my wilder days. You can just see it down there through the trees if you look.”

He points toward my window and I look down into the dense forest that covers the hills like a green quilt, surprised at how far we’ve climbed. For a moment I see nothing except the canopy of trees, and then there’s the Spit, a smudge of brown wasteland below. It’s unremarkable, parched earth with nothing growing on it. Of course, none of us saw it in daylight, not back then. We were young, and looking for privacy, incendiary with desire. Cathy had turned to me once, stoned and glassy eyed, pinching the butt of a joint between her thumb and forefinger, asking me, “Do you think Mum and Dad ever went up to the Spit?” and we had collapsed in horrified shrieks.

“It looks so small,” I whisper, pressing my fingertips against the glass. “Hard to believe what a hold it had on us at the time. I suppose no one goes up there much now, not after what happened.”

Andrew changes gear and the transmission grinds, the engine panting as we climb uphill. “The girl going missing, you mean?”

The trees are growing closer overhead now, dimming the light. The windscreen wipers tick-tick in the silence.

“Yeah. Long time ago.”

“Thirteen years. I think about it every day,” he says. I turn to study him, his face set and unsmiling. His eyes flick over to me. “She was my sister. Maria.”

I am uncomfortably aware of my heartbeat, of every hollow and dip in the ground. The hacking respiration of the engine as we turn off the road and onto a twisting path cloistered by trees. My memory of the missing girl is distorted: a car crash, a broken window. My mother saying, Oh, that poor family, and shaking her head.

“Ah God, Andrew. I’m so sorry.”

“Like you said, a long time ago. Both my parents died in that crash. They were taking Maria into town when the car hit a patch of black ice—at least that’s what the inquiry said—and spun off the road. It happened a little further back that way.” He jerks his thumb the way we have come, back toward the red telephone box. “Their church set up a memorial by the side of the road, but it’s all overgrown now. People forget, don’t they?”

“I suppose they do. Yeah.”

“The crash didn’t kill them. That’s the funny thing. The car actually landed upside down in a flooded ditch, so in the end the coroner said they probably drowned. They said my parents were likely both unconscious when it happened, so I suppose that’s a blessing, isn’t it?”

He laughs softly but without humor. I feel dreadfully sad for him, the sensation like a lit ember, burning into my chest. 

“When the fire department pulled my parents out, Maria’s booster seat was empty and she was nowhere to be seen. They questioned me, as if I might know what happened even though I wasn’t there. I told them the same thing I told the police: If you can explain how a three-year-old child manages to climb out of the wreck of a fatal accident with no injuries, then I’d love to hear it. They assured me that wherever Maria had gone, it couldn’t be far from the car. That’s what they kept telling themselves. That’s what they kept telling everyone. After five days, they advised me that the rescue was being scaled down to a retrieval operation. That means—”

“They didn’t expect to find her alive. I know.”

Overheard, the trees form a dark canopy, the light falling through it diffuse and grainy as dusk. Andrew shifts into a lower gear as the truck hits a divot in the ground hard enough to make the seat belt bite into my shoulder. Here, it’s almost as if there’s no path at all. We lurch and dip over roots and rabbit holes and small mossy hummocks that swell like waves. The tires throw up a spray of dirt. A few moments later, Andrew pulls up beside a fallen tree girdled with lichen, jolting us both forward in our seats.

“I should have warned you. It’s bumpy. Come on. We have to walk from here.”

He unclips his seat belt as I take a long look around me. We’re in a large, overgrown clearing where the firs grow thick and close together, casting the ground in shade. They are tall—taller than I remember, even as a young girl—slender columns that rise and rise and seem to hold up the sky. When I step out of the truck, my foot sinks into a soft carpet of pine needles and boggy ground with a wet, unctuous sound like an old man clearing his lungs. I check my phone again as I grab my bag and see that there is no signal here after all. The text to my sister pinpointing my location is marked unsent.

We hike for forty minutes or so, through dense thickets and overgrowth that spills from rocky ledges and between roots, nettles, and briars boiling out of the cracks. I point out the broad fan of a dryad’s saddle on the trunk of a tree and a cluster of tiny, dimpled amethyst deceivers embedded in moss. By the time we reach the farmhouse, I’m sweating, my coat unzipped. The house stands in the center of a broad, scrubby clearing. I glimpse outbuildings, long fallen into disrepair, roofs caved in like sunken gums. Beyond, the upward sweep of the pines toward the ridge gives the impression of standing in a crater.

“I’m working on it from the inside out,” Andrew tells me, almost apologetic. “So don’t judge it too harshly.”

“I like it,” I say, and although it’s not a lie, it’s not quite true either. I don’t really care about the boarded windows and collapsing roof, the scatter of broken slates on the ground beneath. I don’t mind the long straggly grass or the ivy that is swarming the walls and weakening the brickwork. I just want to find my devil’s fingers.

As we move out from under the trees, a movement catches my eye. A weather vane, up there on the roof. It’s old, oxidized copper turned the light blue-green of sea-foam. At first, looking at the curved body and finned tail I think it depicts a whale, but as it swings to the side I notice the long neck and mouth full of teeth and realize it is some sort of monster. It creaks. The nearby trees sigh, hush, hush.

“Right. I’m going to grab some stuff and then I’ll take you to the spot,” Andrew tells me, fishing the keys from his pocket. “You can come in or wait here, I don’t mind which.”

I tell him I’ll wait inside out of the drizzle. The hallway is narrow and dark, musty smelling. I drop my rucksack on the floor and peel off my coat with some relief, arching my back until I hear it crack.

Andrew walks ahead of me to a small doorway beneath the stairs. I wrinkle my nose. The house smells vegetal, like the water that collects at the bottom of vases, old fishtanks coated with algae. It’s cold and mildewy and old-fashioned, and I’m glad I don’t have to stay here too long. I run my fingers over the textured wallpaper. 

“You got a flask in that rucksack of yours?” Andrew calls as he ducks through the darkened doorway. “I’ve got one you can borrow if you want.”

“No, I’m okay, thanks. Looks like you’ve got some nice oak flooring under this carpet.”

“Yeah.” I hear the creak of stairs; his voice muffled as he moves farther away. “I’ve been finding a lot of original features. It’s one of the good things about buying an old house. Last year I found an old laundry chute that had been boarded over. I think it probably dates to about the eightee—”

It takes me a moment to realize he has stopped talking. I lift my head, straining to listen. Take a few steps forward. The door under the stairs is standing open. It is darkness beyond.

“Andrew?”

Thud. The sound is so heavy and blunt that I freeze, one hand on the wall. Coldness crawls up my back. I look around as if for assistance, but there is just the front door standing open behind me, the empty woods beyond. Has he fallen? I cross to the cellar door and peer down the staircase.

“Hey, Andrew! You okay down there? You want me to turn on the light?”

I flick the switch but nothing happens. There is just an empty clicking sound. The power must be off, I suppose. I listen for movement, waiting to hear his voice—I’m okay, nothing broken!—but there are just dust motes, the dark descent of the stairwell. Outside I can hear a bird calling, churr, churr. What was it he’d said about this place? Nothing for miles around except birdsong. The thought is both soothing and frightening, all that distance. All those trees.

“Have you hurt yourself? Andrew? Did you fall?”

I switch my head left to right. Behind me, the gloomy hallway with the faded Persian runner. To my left, another door, slightly open. I catch a brief glimpse of a dirty lino floor covered in old newspapers turned yellow. The kitchen maybe, or a bathroom. He did say it was in a state of disrepair. I pick at the flaking paintwork around the cellar door. I’m getting restless. I don’t know what to do. That thud had been heavy, it had weight. What if he’s collapsed down there? Injured? The idea of being alone out here with no phone signal while a man bleeds out on the dirty floor is so dreadful that I do the only thing I can think of to do at that particular moment.

“Andrew, hold on, I’m coming down.”

The cool air rising from the cellar feels like damp breath on my skin. Under my hands, the brick wall is damp and crumbling, stairs creaking as I take step after careful step. My brain automatically does the thing I’ve been training it to do for years—it notes the old stone, the decaying wood, the odor of rising damp. It’s the perfect growing environment for all my favorite things: lichen, fungi, slime molds. I might not find devil’s fingers down here, but I’ll likely find some fiery orange ozonium or flat brown carpet cups like squashed pancakes.

“Andrew?”

Was that a cough? The rustle of movement? It’s hard to tell—the deeper I go, the more the sound is muffled. It’s these old cottages, the thick stone walls. Turning the corner, I catch a glimpse of the basement room beyond. It is huge, stretching almost the entire footprint of the old house. Stone pillars support the low ceiling traversed by thick wooden beams. A narrow, barred window is set high into the farthest wall, throwing out just enough light to reveal a set of steps leading to a pair of closed bulkhead doors. As my eyes adjust and I see what it is he is keeping down here, a sound comes out of my mouth—not a scream but a groan of dismay. Terror claws at me but it’s too late. It’s too late.

He is already closing the door above me.
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