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PART ONE: Listen! The dead are speaking!

There’s something quieter than sleep

Within this inner room

It wears a sprig upon its breast,

And will not tell its name.

—Emily Dickinson

A sick person pining away is one upon

whom an evil spirit has gazed.

—Homer


Prologue



“… Another incident, which the reader may find curious, albeit inconclusive, concerns the arrest and subsequent execution of one William DeBarry, a brewer of ale in the village of Dunbane, Scotland. According to the Magistrates Records for that year, A.D. 1579, DeBarry was apprehended by a group of enraged citizens in the cemetery behind St. Jude’s Cathedral. Long reputed to be a wizard and servant of Satan, he apparently was engaged in the disinterment of a corpse, in this case the body of his son, Jonathan, who had died the previous winter. DeBarry was taken to the local magistrates, who acted swiftly and, within a week, tried and convicted him of ‘witchcraft, most foul and heinous.’ Like many reputed witches and warlocks of that era, he was burned at the stake in the village square.

Unfortunately, the records of his trial and subsequent execution have not survived in their entirety; but portions have, and from them we can reconstruct the scene.

DeBarry, a widower of some ten years, had been an object of suspicion and mistrust for many years in the village. He had a reputation as a man not to be crossed and, on several occasions, according to the fragmentary trial transcript, had overtly threatened his neighbors with ‘curses foul and damnable.’ One Harold O’Keefe, another local brewer, testified that, through DeBarry’s ‘evile Spells and Sorcerie,’ his ale had not fermented properly for the past three years, thus destroying his longstanding reputation as a brewer.

When first the populace, carrying torches, prayer books, and crucifixes, entered the graveyard, DeBarry was observed sitting within a crude and unholy design which he had inscribed upon the ground with white powder at the foot of the grave of his deceased son. At five points of a crudely drawn inverted pentagram, the symbol of Satan, black candles burned, dripping, so said several witnesses, wax ‘as red and thicke as blud.’ Also, within the unholy design were, ‘assorted instruments of Evil,’ although the chronicle fails to specify exactly what those implements were.

The boy’s coffin had been exposed and thrown open. Grave vestments were cast about on the ground where DeBarry sat, cradling the pitiful corpse of his son in his arms and rocking back and forth on his knees. Several participants testified that he was muttering the Lord’s Prayer backwards, in Latin. The air was heavy with sulfurous fumes, and several eyewitnesses attested that they heard and saw the shapes of demons and devils, lurking in the shadows on the tombstones of the Christian-dead.

The magistrates hesitated not in convicting DeBarry as an ‘Agent of Satan and Servant of the Beast.’ Throughout his trial, he spoke little other than the oft-repeated accusation, ‘Had you not interrupted me, I would have had him back!’

DeBarry was taken in chains to the town square, where he was burned. His ashes were removed to a sewerage gully on the outskirts of town, where they were spaded under, and the ground sprinkled with salt. Local tradition maintains that, even unto the present Nineteenth Century, the only vegetation that will grow on the spot is a rank weed with small, red flowers, known locally as devilsweed …”

—Quoted from Practicing the Black Arts, 

published by Frederick and Cole, Publishers, 1872


ONE: Late-Night Visitor



1.

Stinging pellets of ice beat like tiny bullets against Elizabeth’s face as she raced up the steps to the front door of the darkened house. All around, the night hung as if the storm clouds, heavily laden with snow, were pressing down on her, smothering her. She felt as though she had to fight her way forward, futilely batting her arms against sodden, clinging blankets that slapped her heavily, holding her back. In spite of the inches-thick cushion of snow, her shoes clacked loudly on the wooden steps. Due to her exhaustion, the stairs seemed to telescope outward, multiplying to dozens instead of the seven she had counted from the ground.

Finally, she reached the relative shelter of the doorway. She pressed her weight against the door and fumbled for the doorknob. There was no time for the formality of knocking. She was desperate. She had to get inside the house and out of the storm. Her hands were chilled and didn’t want to work as she struggled with the latch.

Was the door locked?

At last, after what seemed like long, sludgy minutes, she heard the tumblers click, and the door swung inward with a heavy, rusty-hinged groan. With an explosive sigh of relief, Elizabeth stumbled into the chilled darkness of the house.

Tendrils of melting snow water ran down her face and neck, and under her coat, making her shiver wildly as she looked around the deserted house. It looked as though no one had lived here for years. The strong aroma of stale air, of dust and decay, reinforced that impression. She could hear the storm outside the house, moaning softly, like the sound of someone in pain.

“Damn,” Elizabeth muttered. Her chattering teeth diced the single word into tiny pieces.

She was slightly surprised that, even with the lights off, she could see the distinct outlines of three closed doors in the entryway, hovering like rectangular slabs of black marble in the gloom. One was to her left, one to her right, and one in front of her. The feeling of confinement, of being trapped in a box, was almost overwhelming. She found the wall switch and madly flicked it several times. Nothing happened. Of course the power was off. Even if someone was still living here, the lines were probably down this far out in the country.

Elizabeth knew she couldn’t spend the night here in this icebox of a house. Although the place seemed vaguely familiar, she didn’t know who—if anyone—lived—or had lived—here. Besides, she knew she couldn’t stay here long. She had to leave … had to get to where she had been going. As she glanced frantically around the dark house, Elizabeth was filled with an almost overwhelming sensation that she had forgotten something … something important. If she stayed here, she knew something she was supposed to do wouldn’t get done.

Either that, or else something bad would happen.

But what was it? she wondered as bone-deep chills wracked her body.

In her panic to flee the broken-down car she had left more than a mile back on the snow-choked highway, what she was supposed to do had entirely slipped her mind. Maybe, she reasoned, it was just that, after struggling through the cold and the darkness, it had simply eluded her. She knew that whatever it was would come back to her as soon as she got warm and dry … as soon as she started feeling a bit more secure.

But why the hell, if it was so damned important, couldn’t she remember what it was? She took a few tentative steps toward the closed door to her right.

Why was she so sure something bad would happen if she forgot … and what could it be?

… Or was there something she should forget … something bad, something horrible she was supposed to forget?

Trembling from both the cold and her own disorienting sense of uneasiness, Elizabeth reached out toward the door on her right. With a little effort, she turned the knob, swung the door open, and, leaning forward, looked into the room. It was much smaller than she had been expecting, and—surprisingly—it was a bedroom, not the living room or dining room she had been expecting to see on the first floor.

Against the far wall, between two lace-curtained windows, was an old four posted, canopy bed. Beside the bed was a nightstand with a large, shaded lamp. The heavy bedspread draped to the floor, looking a sickly yellow in the gloomy light, and vague lumps of antique furniture—two tall bureaus and a slouched chair—stood along the walls to the left and right. Also on the left, Elizabeth could see a black rectangle that must be the bedroom’s closet door. The windows were both open a crack, and snow drifted like gritty powder onto the sill and floor. The storm wind whistled as it stirred the curtains.

Looking up, Elizabeth was unnerved because she couldn’t see the bedroom ceiling. The walls simply stretched up and seemingly outward, as though the room had larger dimensions above the floor. The odd angles of the walls were lost in the darkness overhead. For all she knew, they extended all the way up into the storm clouds. Although she couldn’t see them, Elizabeth felt heavy clots of black cobwebs wafting like funeral lace in the upper reaches. and the walls seemed almost to drip with darkness, as though they had been splattered with gallons of thick, black paint that was still sliding down to the floor in inky puddles.

As she glanced around the room, not daring to enter, the walls seemed almost to shift position, expanding and contracting like the fretwork of breathing lungs. As they seemed to press in close on her, Elizabeth was startled by the sensation that she was about to be crushed between them, as if between colliding boulders. Aware of the burning ache in her lungs, she pulled back from the room, as though it held a deadly threat.

For several seconds, Elizabeth hesitated in the doorway, not knowing if she should enter and look behind the closet door, or else move into another part of the house. A growing sense of desperation, of imminent danger, was coiling up inside her gut like an over wound spring. It was obvious there was no one in this small room, but that didn’t stop her from calling out.

“Hello? … Is anyone here?”

Her voice echoed in the vast darkness with an odd reverberation, sounding close and thick. She felt a tingling through her entire body. She wanted to leave, to close the door firmly shut behind her and forget about the unnerving sensation this room gave her, but she couldn’t tear her eyes away from the bed and the partially opened windows. Milky light, as powdery as chalk dust, filtered through the lace curtains that wafted in the vagrant breeze. She thought she heard a faint stirring, as though cloth was rubbing against cloth. Hurriedly she pulled back and slammed the door shut.

Back in the entryway, Elizabeth backpedaled until she bumped into something solid. She leaned her back against the closed front door, brutally aware of the chill it gave her as she fought to control her rapid-firing nerves.

At last, when a measure of calm returned, she looked at the closed door to her left, opposite the one she had tried. If that had been the living room on her right, converted into a bedroom, no doubt for an elderly or sick resident, then this door, she reasoned, would open up onto either the dining room or the kitchen. Her feet practically glided over the floor as she went up to the door and gripped the cold brass doorknob.

Her heart gave a tight squeeze in her chest when the door swung open, revealing a room almost identical … no, not almost—absolutely identical to the one she had just left. The four-posted bed, the furniture, the closed closet door, the windows—everything was exactly the same. With a strangled, gagging sound, she staggered back into the hallway.

What the hell is this place? she wondered as she frantically scanned the surrounding darkness. How could I lose my way and end up in the same room?

Outside, the storm beat against the side of the house as hammer fisted gusts of wind rattled pellets of ice against the windows. Elizabeth was shivering wildly as she approached the third door. A cold draft snaked across the floor, tugging at her feet. Her hand shook violently as she turned the doorknob and pushed the door open.

“No …” she muttered as she stared, horrified, into the same room again. “This can’t … This can’t be happening!”

Her mind filled with the sudden, terrible knowledge that even if there were a hundred doors in this hallway, all of them—every damned one of them—would open up into this room.

Choking back a scream, she turned and started to run. Her feet slipped on the floor as though her boots were coated with grease. The entryway seemed to distort, and the door, like a life raft to a drowning person, was incredibly distant until, with the suddenness of a car accident, she slammed into its cold wooden panels. She clawed at the doorknob to turn it and practically ripped the door from its hinges as she opened it, expecting to plunge back into the blizzard. Instead, she found herself standing in the darkened bedroom.

Elizabeth wanted to scream; she wanted to fall onto the floor and sob with the knowledge that, no matter what door she opened, she was being forced to enter that room. And now she was trapped, as she had feared … as she had known she would be all along.

Her heart leaped into her throat when she saw that this time she was not alone in the room. She could see the darkened silhouette of a person, sitting on the edge of the canopied bed. Elizabeth’s throat closed off, trapping all sound and air inside her lungs.

In the instant of surprise, Elizabeth raised her hand to her mouth, as if she could force even a small amount of air into her chest. As soon as she let go of the door, it slammed shut behind her, echoing with a hollow boom. Entirely against her will, she felt herself pulled into the center of the floor even as the room expanded in a dizzying, black outward rush.

The woman.

It was a woman, sitting silently on the edge of the bed. She hadn’t been there before, of that Elizabeth was positive … unless that rasping sound of cloth had been her, extricating herself from under the sheets. In the dim room, Elizabeth couldn’t distinguish any of her features other than a frizzy nimbus of gray hair, hanging loosely around her head and shoulders. The light from the windows behind her made her hair glow like steely smoke.

“Come on in, Elizabeth,” a crackling voice said softly, hissing like a cold wind in the room.

As the woman spoke, the room seemed to brighten slightly. Either that, Elizabeth thought, or else her eyes were adjusting to the darkness.

“What do you … ? How do you know my name?” Elizabeth stammered. She could see—or else sense what she couldn’t actually see—that this was an old woman. She was dressed in a tatter of filthy rags, the hem of her dress like a tangled spider web that melted into the floor. Her shoulders looked slouched and bony thin beneath the bulk of several layers of clothes. The indistinct features of her face looked haggard and cracked.

“I know … a lot of things about you,” the old crone whispered as she looked down at the floor, apparently in deep thought.

Elizabeth’s eyes were also drawn to the floor where, only faintly, she could see … something. Oddly, it looked like a large shopping bag, the kind the department stores hand out at Christmas time.

The curtains in the bedroom windows seemingly shifted back and forth to the heavy sigh of ragged breathing, but Elizabeth wasn’t at all certain if it was the old woman’s or her own.

The whimper in Elizabeth’s throat began to build steadily, and she knew that it would become a full-scale scream if this … this vision didn’t go away. This is impossible, her mind shrilled. This can’t be happening!

Peering up at Elizabeth, the old woman’s face glowed like an eerie gray blotch on the darkness. Her skin was a tangled network of dark wrinkles that deepened as she looked at Elizabeth and smiled. At least half of her front teeth were rotted and missing, but it was her eyes that caught and held Elizabeth’s attention; they glowed with a deep, lambent red, like hot coals fanning to life on a hearth.

“Come over here, Elizabeth,” the ancient woman said. Her voice was as cracked and rotten as her teeth. It whispered like a sightless moth in the darkness. “Come over here and sit down.”

Saying that, she reached down to the floor and raised her shopping bag up level with her glowing eyes. Opening the mouth of the bag wide, she held it out in Elizabeth’s direction. The paper crinkled like a blazing fire.

“See what I have … ?” the crone said. “See what I’ve got for you?” Her voice had an irritating whine now, like an engine, racing futilely as it rose in intensity.

Elizabeth’s mind was swirling as she craned her neck and, against her will, peered into the blackness inside the bag. Without any sense of motion, she found herself being drawn toward the old woman, being pulled inexorably toward the open bag and whatever was inside it.

“No … I …”

That was all Elizabeth could say; nothing more than a strangled cry as the icy blackness inside the bag drew her helplessly toward it … into it, as though it wanted to swallow her.

She screamed, and the room, the woman, and the shopping bag she was holding instantly transformed into Elizabeth’s own dimly lit bedroom. With one convulsive grunt, Elizabeth found herself sitting up in bed. Her face was bathed with sweat, and both of her hands were pressed hard over her mouth. Her eyes were wide open and staring, horrified, at the black rectangle of her closed bedroom door, its shape a visual echo of the closet doors she had seen in her dream and of the gaping mouth of the old crone’s shopping bag.

Slowly lowering her hands, Elizabeth took a deep breath. A jab of pain slid like a knife in under her ribs, but she barely noticed that compared to the sense of dread and horror she still felt from the nightmare. After several shallow, shuddering breaths, she felt her panic increasing, rather than lessening. It quickly spiked to needle-sharp intensity, and another sharp scream threatened to rip out of her mouth. Only with effort could she force her mind to accept fully that it had only been a dream.

Elizabeth reached for the bed-stand light and flipped the switch. Warm, lemon yellow light instantly filled the room, making her eyes sting, but that pain didn’t measure up to a tenth of the numbing fright she could still feel coiling like a black snake around her heart. Glancing at the clock by her bedside, she saw that it was almost three o’clock in the morning. The last thing she wanted to do, other than return to that frightening house and its occupant, was to wake up her mother and father. At thirty-eight years old, she told herself, she was much too old to wake up from a nightmare, afraid of the dark.

As her heartbeat slowed down and her breathing seemed deeper, calmer, Elizabeth snapped the bed-stand light off and settled back into bed. In the darkness, she tried to find the courage to smile contentedly to herself and let herself feel cozy and safe in her old bedroom. Just knowing that her mother and father were nearby if she needed them, to tell her things were all right, should have made her feel better; but alone with her thoughts and the disturbing memory of the nightmare, she felt no real security or internal strength.

Maybe, she told herself, she had been silly to expect that coming home would change anything … silly because, no matter what she told or didn’t tell her parents about what had happened between her and Doug before she showed up this evening on their doorstep, she knew deep inside that she hadn’t left many—or any—of her problems behind when she left her husband back in New Hampshire.

Wiggling her head deep into the well of the pillow, Elizabeth closed her eyes so tightly that spiraling patterns drifted in front of her eyes. She wished with every fiber of her being that traces of the nightmare she’d just had—or thoughts about how much she should tell her parents she had been through this past year and a half—wouldn’t disturb her sleep the rest of the night. For better or worse, in sickness or in health, just like those vows she had taken—and broken—with Doug, here she was, back home again. And no matter how many reasons she might have to do it, she vowed she absolutely wouldn’t disturb her parents’ sleep just because she’d had a nightmare.

2.

The sun was up but hiding behind a thick bank of fog when Elizabeth went outside for an early morning walk. Her father was already at work in the barn, so she avoided heading out that way to see him, if only to clear her own mind before the inevitable intense discussion about what had happened between her and Doug. Last night, when she had arrived at her parents’ door so late, she had only hinted at the situation, and she realized that, in the days ahead, both her father and mother, in their own ways, would grill her on the impending divorce she had announced.

Elizabeth’s lungs filled with the cool, moist air as she measured a brisk pace down the driveway and turned right, heading up Brook Road toward town. She couldn’t possibly tally how many times she had walked down this road to town while growing up here in Bristol Mills, Maine. Unlike most of her friends, she had not been allowed to get a car in high school, so, partly as a defense, she had made a virtue of walking the three miles to downtown, where everyone hung out at what was now the 7-Eleven. Back then, the store had been called Frank’s Variety. As an adult, she had maintained walking as her exercise of choice, and even though she had slacked off over the past few years—the last year and a half, especially—now that she was back home, she was determined to become an avid walker, if only for her physical health. Her mental health … ? Well, that was something else.

The steady slap-slap of her feet on the pavement and the wind blowing into her face did a lot to remove the last vestiges of her nightmare. Although unnerving traces of its frightening memory still lingered, right now she was intent on letting her mind dwell only on more pleasant thoughts—on memories of her childhood, of happier times, and on positive thoughts about her future, such as being able to spend more time getting to know, really know, adult to adult, her parents and her two aunts, Junia and Elspeth, who still lived in town across the street from the 7-Eleven. Over the past year and a half she had worked quite intensively with Dr. Gavreau, trying to fit the pieces back into her life. She wasn’t going to let bad thoughts—and certainly not silly nightmares—ruin the good things she had begun to feel about herself.

But as she walked down Brook Road, sucking the moist morning air into her lungs in greedy gulps, the muffling fog and the chill in the air all worked against her positive thoughts. It didn’t take long to realize why; she was less than a half mile from the intersection of Brook Road and the Old County Road, and, looking ahead and to her left through the gray fog that blanketed the road and surrounding woods, she could just barely distinguish the black iron fence that surrounded Oak Grove Cemetery.

 “Oh, boy …” Elizabeth muttered, as she involuntarily slowed her pace and stared ahead at the twining tendrils of fog. The sun, no stronger than a forty-watt light bulb, was trying with little success to force its way through the mist. She shivered and let her breath out with a long, heavy sigh.

The closer she got to the cemetery, the more Elizabeth could feel her tension mount. It was the same icy tension she had felt last night in her nightmare. Beyond the cemetery fence off to her left, the sloping hill was littered with tombstones. Even the closest ones were no more than vague lumps, looming out of the morning mist. The silent rows of stone vanished behind a gauzy gray curtain at the top of the hill. She couldn’t see them, but she knew they were up there.

A chill deeper than the morning air gripped her shoulders and shook her. She remembered how cold she had been in the abandoned house of her nightmare.

“Don’t be stupid,” she commanded herself as she wove across the road to the opposite side. She wanted to put as much distance as possible between herself and the cemetery, but she was unable to tear her gaze away from the heavy iron grillwork of the head-high fence, or from the slouch-shouldered tombstones. She tried to think only about how the cemetery had made her feel as a child. Sure, it was spooky, and just about every Halloween someone pulled some kind of trick out there; but she and her friends had actually enjoyed playing around up there and pulling a few of their own scary pranks.

“But not anymore … “Elizabeth said aloud, feeling the words like hot coals in her throat. “Sure as shit, not anymore.”

The cemetery gate was open, and, as Elizabeth walked slowly past it. she couldn’t stop her eyes from traveling up the twin-rutted dirt road and over the crest of the hill to where everything dissolved into dimensionless gray. What was she expecting to see? She wondered. Or what horror might be out there, hidden behind that curtain of fog?

The knot in her stomach tightened when, as clearly as if someone had spoken the words beside her, she thought, It all changes once someone you know—and love—is buried up there.

Flicking her eyes ahead, Elizabeth could see the octagonal shape of the stop sign at the intersection. She told herself, if she could just force herself to keep going, to get past the cemetery and head into town, everything would be all right. On her way back, she could take another route, maybe cut through old man Bishop’s yard, like she had as a kid. Or even if she came back this way, the sun would probably have burned off the fog by then, and she would see that she was just letting her fears and guilt and regret carry her away … just like her nightmare had last night.

Elizabeth’s sneakers scuffed in the dirt by the roadside as she slowed her pace even more and looked over at the cemetery. Her eyes were transfixed by the eerie view, and her mind filled with a bottomless blackness as she tried to imagine the density of the darkness seen by the people she loved who were buried up there. It was infinitely deeper than the fog or night… and she knew that darkness would never end.

“… No,” she said, no more than a whimper.

She knew she wasn’t dreaming this; it was just as real and solid as those mist shrouded gravestones, just as cold and unyielding as that black iron fence.

All around her, the fog muffled the few morning sounds she could hear—a car, passing by on Route 22 … a robin, singing in the woods behind the cemetery. She had the sudden, panicked thought that, even if she screamed for all she was worth, the sound of her voice would fall fiat and never carry beyond the radius of what she could see. And whatever horrors the fog hid would be unleashed.

All Elizabeth could focus on were the heavy iron bars of the cemetery fence, and the silent gray gravestones. The density and the claustrophobia pressed in on her mind, and, before she had made a conscious decision, she had wheeled around on one foot and started walking briskly back down the road toward her parents’ house. Even before the cemetery was out of sight behind her, she could feel the weight of some unseen presence at her back, closing the distance between them. With her fists knotted into tight balls and her legs pumping madly, she started running as fast as she could down the road. Mist speckled her face with moisture that mingled with cold sweat as she ran … ran as if some ghoulish, sheet-draped figure from the cemetery was close at her heels.

3.

Elizabeth’s mother, Rebecca, a frail, white-haired woman of nearly sixty years, stood at the stove, surrounded by the sounds and smells of frying bacon and eggs. She glanced over when Elizabeth entered the kitchen and sat down heavily at the table in her accustomed seat. Rebecca’s clear blue eyes let show only a small amount of the concern she was feeling.

“So, did you sleep well last night?” she asked casually as she turned back to tend her cooking.

Fresh out of the shower, and feeling much better—as well as a bit foolish for letting her imagination get so hyped up on her walk—Elizabeth simply shrugged and grunted a response that could have been taken as either yes or no.

“Your old bed wasn’t too uncomfortable for you, was it?” Rebecca asked.

Elizabeth shrugged again. “It was good enough for me when I was a kid. It’s good enough for me now.”

Rebecca almost said something about Elizabeth using the double bed in her sister Pam’s room, but, remembering that that was where Elizabeth and Doug would sleep when they visited, she let it drop. Instead, she said, “You know, the aunts might have something they’re not using. You might want to give them a call. Better yet, why don’t you drop over for a visit? They’d be hurt if they found out you were back home and hadn’t come right over.”

“I was thinking I might swing by there later today or tomorrow,” Elizabeth replied. “I just want to get settled, first. They’ll understand. How have they both been, anyway?”

“Oh, they’re the same as always, I suppose,” Rebecca replied. “Older—like the rest of us. I think Elspeth’s getting noticeably weaker. She’s not on top of things the way she used to be, and she seems to sleep an awful lot of the time. But then, what can you expect at eighty-two? And Junia—well, Junia is Junia. She’s still as bright and chipper as the morning, even at her age, but I—”

“What?” Elizabeth asked, when her mother seemed unwilling to continue.

“Well … I dunno,” Rebecca went on. “I just think she’s been getting sort of … weird lately. Too wrapped up in all that astrology stuff she reads all the time.”

Elizabeth shrugged. “She was always interested in astrology, doing charts for people in the family and all. It’s just a harmless pastime.”

“Oh, I know,” Rebecca said. “It’s just that … I just think too much of anything like that isn’t healthy.”

“Well, anyway—I plan to stop by soon,” Elizabeth said. “Maybe I will ask them if they have a better mattress.”

“I didn’t think you slept very well last night,” Rebecca said. “I thought I heard you talking in your sleep.” After blotting the bacon with a paper towel, she flipped the eggs onto a plate and brought them over to the table and placed them in front of Elizabeth. Just as the plate touched the table, two slices of toast popped up. Rebecca went back to the counter to get them. “This was gonna be your father’s, but I can make him some more. There’s coffee in the pot and orange juice in the fridge.”

“Umm … thanks,” Elizabeth said, not making a move to get either for herself or to start eating.

While her mother busied herself at the stove, preparing another breakfast, Elizabeth let her gaze drift out the picture window at the expanse of backyard. The sun had, indeed, burned the fog off while she was in the shower. Warm, yellow May sunlight lit up the silvery grass and the thin line of trees that bordered the field, and, in the distance through the trees, she could just catch a glimpse of the Nonesuch River, which was the southern border of the town of Bristol Mills as well as of her parents’ property. On the tall maple tree beside the barn, where a grayed and fraying length of rope from Elizabeth’s and Pam’s childhood swing still hung, the leaf buds swelled as big as ripe, Bing cherries.

Up close to the house, off to the left at an angle, she could see the opened double doorway of the cow barn. Every now and then, the dark silhouette of her father would shift past. She knew that he had most likely already put in two or three hours of work before breakfast, just as he always had. Age wasn’t going to slow him down, by Jesus. As much as Elizabeth had hated all the hours she had been required to work in that barn when she was growing up—hours she would much rather have been off, playing with her friends—she couldn’t help but remember with fondness the barn’s shadowed coolness permeated by the sweet smell of cow manure and hay chaff.

“I hope you weren’t …” her mother started to say, but then she let the rest of her comment drop as her eyes slid uneasily back and forth from the stove to her daughter. “What I mean is … well, I wonder if everything’s all right?”

Elizabeth wanted to say Everything’s just peachy-keen, but that wasn’t what came out.

“No, I—uh, I just had a bad dream. That’s all. Probably I was just burned out after such a long drive.”

She wondered how her mother was viewing her. Did she see her for what she really was, a woman of thirty-eight years who was married and had had a daughter? Or did she see her as a ten-year-old girl who had cried out in the night, terrified by some childish nightmare? Straightening her shoulders, she looked squarely at her mother and added, “Of course everything’s all right … I mean—given the circumstances.”

Rebecca cleared her throat and, folding her arms across her chest, rubbed her forearms vigorously with her hands before she continued. “Well … Doug called while you were out for your walk this morning.”

Instantly, Elizabeth’s neck and back felt doused with cold water.

“What did he … have to say?” she said, once she was finally able to force the words out.

Rebecca began flipping over the strips of bacon with a fork, as though keeping busy could spare her from going any further with this conversation.

“What did he say?” Elizabeth repeated, more insistently.

“Your father picked up the phone in the barn and talked to him,” Rebecca said. Her voice was nervous and hushed. “Doug said he was concerned for you. He said he was worried about your mental health and that he was afraid—”

“Afraid I might do something stupid?”

“No,” Rebecca said mildly. “He said he was afraid you were going to follow through on your threat to divorce him.”

“Me divorce him?” Elizabeth shouted. She exploded with laughter as she brought her fist down hard onto the table, making the plate of food and silverware jump. “I’m not the one who wants a divorce.”

“That’s not what he told your father,” Rebecca replied. Turning her back to the stove and the food sizzling there, she came over to the table and placed her hands lovingly on Elizabeth’s shoulders. “So tell me, honey,” she said, staring intently into her daughter’s eyes. “What exactly happened between you and Doug?”

Elizabeth felt her gaze harden as she looked up at her mother. If this was how it was going to be, having to defend herself at every turn for what had happened and for what she had—and hadn’t—done, then coming back home hadn’t been such a great idea. Maybe she should have just taken off for someplace else. Biting her lower lip, she found it impossible to maintain eye contact with her mother, so she let her gaze drift back out the window.

“What happened between me and Doug … ?” she echoed hollowly as she shook her head. “You know damned right well what happened between me and Doug. We’re separated, and he’s the one who’s filed for a divorce because—because of everything that’s happened.”

Rebecca smiled warmly and tilted her head to one side. “Yes,” she said, her voice almost a whisper as her eyes glazed over. “I know what happened, if that’s what you’re talking about. I know, and maybe I can even begin to accept the bare fact that Caroline is dead; but you’ve never told me how you feel, Elizabeth … how you feel inside.” She patted her daughter lightly on the chest.

With a shuddering breath, Elizabeth shifted away from her mother, who took a few steps back. Sitting forward with her elbows on the table, Elizabeth pressed her hands over her face and shook her head. “How I feel about my daughter … about Caroline dying? How I feel inside?” she said, between pain-wracked sobs. Uncovering her face, she looked up at the tormented expression on her mother’s face. “I have no idea how I feel inside. I suppose that’s why I’ve been seeing a psychiatrist. Don’t you think so?”

She appreciated her mother’s surprise at this revelation. Reaching into her bathrobe pocket, she pulled out a small, brown prescription bottle and placed it squarely on the table in front of herself before she continued. “And I suppose that’s why I’m taking these. Because after everything that’s happened, after everything I’ve been through, I’m so … so buried under it all that I don’t know how I feel. I’m not even sure I can feel anymore.”

… Or even want to feel, she added mentally.

With that, the stinging in her eyes intensified, and before she could try to stop them, hot tears were flooding down her cheeks. In an instant, she felt reduced in size until she truly felt as small as the freckle-faced, ten-year-old girl her mother probably saw her as. Thin, weak, and shaking, she again covered her face with her hands, and her shoulders shook as her tears poured out.

Rebecca moved quickly to her side and hugged her tightly. For just a second, Elizabeth resisted; then, looking up, she buried her face into her mother’s neck and let the pain out in one long, tortured wail. Within seconds, the collar of Rebecca’s dress was saturated with tears.

“There, there,” Rebecca said as she gently stroked her daughter’s hair, pausing with each stroke to cup the back of her head. “You just let it out. Let it all out. Tears water the soul, you know.”

A storm of emotions raged within Elizabeth, and she wished desperately that she could tell all of it to her mother; but she searched her mind and feelings, and found that she didn’t have a clue where to start. It was all so tangled and complicated.

“You don’t have to talk about anything you don’t want to,” Rebecca said soothingly as Elizabeth continued to cry into her shoulder. “You’re home now, and you know your father and I want you to stay here as long as you want to, until you’re back on your feet.” For several seconds, they stayed that way, mother and daughter embracing, each feeling comforted just knowing the other was there.

And maybe this is all I need, Elizabeth thought, through the turmoil of her emotions. Or, at least, maybe this is enough.

Suddenly, Rebecca stiffened and pulled back. Looking over her shoulder toward the stove, she hissed with frustration. Gently backing away from Elizabeth, she quick stepped over to the stove, where curls of thin blue smoke were rising from the frying pan.

“Oww—now I’ve gone and burned the bacon,” Rebecca said as she snatched the frying pan from the stove and then, grabbing a fork, hastily flipped the charred strips of meat onto the counter. Elizabeth took a napkin from the holder on the table and started wiping her watering eyes; then she roughly blew her nose. The sudden interruption of their embrace left her feeling embarrassed and disoriented. While her mother took care of the kitchen emergency, she just sat there.

“Oh, this bacon’s ruined,” her mother said with a huff as she held up a shriveled, black piece for Elizabeth’s inspection. “I’ll have to start over.”

Elizabeth shook her head, and, in a voice that sounded frail and watery, said, “That’s okay. Dad can have mine. I wasn’t really hungry, anyway. Toast will be fine.”

Elizabeth got up shakily and went to the refrigerator to pour herself a glass of juice. She sat back down at the table, silently lost in her own thoughts while her mother went to the door and yelled to her husband that it was time to eat. Before long the silence of the house was broken by the sound of heavy feet tromping on the back steps. With a hefty sigh and a solid slamming of the door, Kendall Payne, Elizabeth’s father, walked into the kitchen and slung his jacket onto the back of one of the kitchen chairs. He carried with him the strong odor of the barn.

“Mornin’, Ma … ‘n’ Liz,” he said, gruffly nodding at Elizabeth as he hurriedly washed his hands at the kitchen sink. He reached for the half-full coffee pot on the counter and poured himself a cup. Without adding either cream or sugar, he took a slurping sip before going over to the table and sitting down. He took one bite of his breakfast, then wrinkled his nose and said, “These eggs’re cold. Should’a called me in sooner.”

As she nibbled on her toast, Elizabeth twisted away from her father, hoping he wouldn’t notice her pale, tear-streaked face; but she knew from having grown up with him that, although he said little at times, he never missed much.

“So, Elizabeth,” Kendall said, turning to her after taking another bite of eggs followed by a sip of coffee. “What’s your plans?”

Leave it to her dad to be so damned blunt and to the point, she thought. After giving her nose another blow into the napkin, she looked at him, not caring how red-rimmed her eyes might be.

“I don’t know,” she said, her voice hitching slightly. She noticed that her mother was slyly watching their interaction over her shoulder as she busied herself washing the frying pan at the sink. “I told you both last night that I just needed to get away. I was hoping I could stay here awhile … until I can start pulling things together.”

“I already told you, you can stay with us for as long as you want,” her mother said quickly, before Kendall could reply in his slow, measured way. Elizabeth looked at her dad and felt thankful when she didn’t see a contradiction in his eyes.

“It’s just that, you know, after Caroline … and all, and Doug going for a divorce and all, I just felt like my life was … was—out of control.” She ended with a helpless shrug, painfully conscious that she hadn’t been able to say the word died.

Caroline had DIED!

Her lower lip began to tremble and—damn it all!—she could feel the tears burning in her eyes again. Looking down, her gaze landed and stuck on the bottle of prescription tranquilizers on the table in front of her. She hadn’t taken one yet this morning, and although she felt as though she should, she just couldn’t do it now—not with her parents watching.

“You could’ve called ’fore you come,” her father said. “Seems kind o’strange, you appearin’ on the doorsteps ’round midnight, tellin’ us you left your husband ‘n’ askin’ if you can stay here awhile.”

“You know what they say about home, Ken; it’s where they have to take you in, no matter what,” Rebecca said mildly.

A tightness took Elizabeth by the throat, but she forced herself to speak. “Last night … Doug and I had one hell of an argument. It wasn’t the first, but it was the worst. So I just packed and took off, spur of the moment. It wasn’t exactly something I planned or anything.”

“So you don’t know what you’re going t’do?” her father asked.

“I think what Elizabeth should do,” her mother said, addressing her husband before Elizabeth could speak, “is take as much time as she wants or needs to decide. Her bedroom’s been empty all these years. We can give it a fresh coat of paint, get some new furniture, and she can live here as long as she wants.”

“No, Ma,” Elizabeth said, glancing back and forth between her parents. “I don’t want to be a burden on either of you.” Her voice was still raspy from her recent crying jag, but she forced it to stay steady.

“You know you won’t be a burden,” Rebecca said sharply. “Will she, Kendall.”

Kendall rubbed the side of his face with the flat of his hand. His stubble of beard made a harsh sandpapery sound. “You ain’t forgot how to milk a cow, have yah?”

“I don’t think so,” Elizabeth said, chuckling faintly.

“Well then, ’slong’s I get a bit of help out to the barn now ‘n’ then, I don’t ’spoze you’ll be overburdenin’ us.”

A trace of a smile flickered across Elizabeth’s face. She looked slyly at her father, trying to gauge his true reaction and wishing he would come right out and say something like, You know we love you. But he just sat in his chair, stone-faced, as he ate his breakfast while gazing out at the pasture. His eyes looked lost, unfocused, and if she hadn’t known better, she would have thought he hadn’t even been paying close attention to their conversation.

“I’ll probably just stay here awhile, though,” she said softly. “Just until things get straightened out between me and Doug. I don’t know. Maybe I’ll end up getting a job in town so I can pay my own way—”

“T’ ain’t necessary,” her father said, his eyes still fastened on the view outside the kitchen window.

“Maybe not,” Elizabeth replied, “but I’ve got to do something with my time. You and Ma don’t want me moping around the house all day, now, do you?”

“I’ll tell you one thing, though,” her father said. For just an instant, his eyes flickered over to his daughter, but then his lower jaw tightened. “I’ve got a good mind to give Doug a call and tell him a thing or two … ’specially after what he said—”

“Kendall,” Rebecca said, her voice rising threateningly.

“What did he say?” Elizabeth asked, feeling a sudden, dark lurch in her stomach.

“Maybe I shouldn’t go repeatin’ things,” her father said gruffly, “but I’ll tell you som’thing.” His voice lowered with menace. “I never much cared for that man.”

“Ken-dall,” Rebecca snapped.

He flashed her an angry stare but went on undeterred. “No—I promised your ma years ago I’d never come right out ‘n’ say it, but, considerin’ what’s happened lately, I don’t see no harm. I always thought you could’ve done much better than Doug Myers, and I always thought it was wrong for you to drop outta school just so’s you could get married. Truth to tell, I always thought it was a mistake when you ‘n’ Frank Melrose broke up right after high school graduation—”

“Ken-dall,” Rebecca said, her voice rising with intensity.

Looking squarely at Elizabeth, he went on. “I told you then I thought it was a mistake. Still do.”

Elizabeth’s face flushed when she heard voiced something she herself, even years after she’d married Doug, had thought often enough to tickle her with guilt. It was almost funny how her father, who seemed at times so detached from what other people thought and felt, could usually get to the point so quickly once he started to speak his mind. When it came to nailing down what was important, leave it to good ole’ dad to do it the quickest and the best.

“No matter what you or anyone else thought at the time,” Elizabeth said weakly, “Frank and I had our differences that we just couldn’t straighten out. And I loved Doug when’ first met him.”

“I always thought you were foolish not to finish college. ‘N’ then to marry a high school history teacher. I worked hard so’s I could send both you and your sister to school, you know.”

“I know you did, dad,” Elizabeth said. “And I appreciate everything you and Mom did for me. But I really did love Doug, and I always intended to go back to school. , just never got a chance to, and then Caroline was born. And things weren’t so bad for us. Sure, we struggled, but you can’t tell me you and Mom haven’t struggled to get by. It’s just that Doug—” Her voice broke off for an instant, and she had the flashing fear that she was going to start crying all over again. “He seemed to—to change … especially after Caroline died.”

There, she thought, feeling a small wave of triumph. I finally said it.

“‘N’ to think that after everything you’ve been through,” Kendall went on, “to think that he blames you for what happened.”

In spite of herself, Elizabeth stiffened. She clenched her hands into fists in her lap, just to keep them from trembling. Her throat closed off before she could say anything.

“He said jus’ this mornin’ that, far’s he’s concerned, you killed Caroline!”

Her father’s words hit her like the full-bore blast of a shotgun. Elizabeth heard her mother’s sharp intake of breath, but all she could do was look at her father through a pained haze. She was unable even to breathe.

Placing his fisted hands on the table in front of him, Kendall took a deep breath and made as if to stand up. Even through the astonishment she felt, it cut Elizabeth to the quick to see the flush of anger on her father’s face.

“He said that … that I—” she stammered, but that was all she could get out. Stunned, she sat there, watching her own anger and pain reflected in her father’s face.

Finally, she reached the limit of what she could stand. Pushing herself away from the table, she got up and started toward the living room doorway. A whirlpool of panicked confusion threatened to suck her down. She had been hoping that the waves of grief and guilt she still felt whenever she recalled what had happened to Caroline that night a year and a half ago would stop once she was safely home; but now darkness, cold and numbing, swelled even stronger inside her mind. She reached for the wall to support herself, fearing she was about to black out.

“Are you sure you’re feeling all right?” she heard her mother say, sounding as though she were speaking from a great distance.

“Yeah, I—I’m just exhausted from last night and all,” Elizabeth replied, even though the backs of her legs felt like rubber and there was a loud whooshing in her ears.

“Maybe you should go back to bed,” her mother said. “I can call you down for lunch.”

“That might not be a bad idea,” Elizabeth said, her voice no more than a whisper. She turned and walked quickly through the living room, up the stairs, and down the hall into her old bedroom. With a shuddering sigh, she collapsed face-first onto the bed, feeling the clean pillow press against her face like a cool, rushing tide. She lay there, trembling as though wracked with fever, for what could have been ten minutes or ten hours. Never really drifting off to sleep, her mind filled with distorted echoes and memories of things she had been through and fears of things that she might yet have to face, and she was filled with the hollow fear that absolutely nothing had changed—except possibly for the worse.

And all the while she lay there, her eyes closed and stinging with tears, a hissing voice whispered in her mind …

He thinks you killed her! … Doug thinks you killed Caroline!

4.

Around four o’clock, after spending most of the afternoon cleaning up and rearranging the furniture in her bedroom, and with her mother outside seeing how Kendall was doing overhauling the tractor, Elizabeth took the opportunity to call Dr. Gavreau, her psychiatrist in Laconia, New Hampshire. After briefly explaining to him that she had left Doug and was back home, she asked him what she should do about her ongoing therapy with him.

“Well, we can continue to work together if you don’t mind the commute,” Dr. Gavreau said. “I’d be, what—an hour and a half each way?”

Elizabeth grunted agreement.

“Either that,” Gavreau continued, “or else you can start working with someone local.”

Although she was intimidated by the idea of cutting off her work with Gavreau and starting fresh, Elizabeth was positive she didn’t want to go back to Laconia, where she and Doug had lived … not for anything.

“Do you know anyone around here you could recommend?” she asked.

“As a matter of fact, I do,” Dr. Gavreau replied. “Just a few days ago at a conference in Denver I bumped into a colleague of mine, a Dr. Roland Graydon. He lives in … South Portland, I believe he said. Have you ever heard of him?”

“Uh, no. The name doesn’t ring a bell,” Elizabeth replied, wondering how he could expect her to know anyone in an area she hadn’t lived in for almost twenty years.

“Years ago he and I went to medical school at Duke together,” Dr. Gavreau said. “When he told me he was living in the Portland area, I think I even might have mentioned your name. I knew you were originally from around there … Bristol Mills is near South Portland, isn’t it?”

“It’s the next town over,” Elizabeth said.

“Well then, I don’t think it would hurt for you to give him a call and set up an appointment to meet him. I’d chance to say you might be able to work quite well with him. His name must be in the phone book.”

“Thanks for the lead,” Elizabeth said. “I feel kind of funny, though, not working with you any more. I’ll follow up on it right away; I promise.”

“Don’t worry,” Dr. Gavreau said. “I won’t take it personally. I know these things happen. My bottom-line concern is for you.”

“Thank you very much,” Elizabeth said, choking up. “I … really appreciate what you’ve done for me.” As she was talking with Dr. Gavreau, she took the telephone directory from the counter drawer, looked up Graydon’s number, and jotted it down on a piece of paper. As soon as she hung up, she dialed Graydon’s number, before she could chicken out. After four rings, she heard an answering machine click on.

“Damn. I hate these things,” she muttered, when she heard the tape-recorded message begin to play.

“… So if you leave your name and phone number, I’ll get back to you as soon as possible. Wait for the beep.”

Roland Graydon’s voice sounded pleasant enough during the brief recorded message. Actually, Elizabeth thought, it had the mellow tone of a late-night FM disk jockey. As she waited for the beep and mentally phrased her message, she felt herself tensing up, wondering what kind of man this Dr. Graydon might turn out to be.

—Beep—

“Uh, hello, Dr. Graydon. This is Elizabeth Myers. Paul Gavreau in Laconia gave me your name and told me to call you to set up an appointment. I’ve been seeing him for almost a year now, ever since my ten-year-old daughter … Well, I guess we can get into all of that later. You can reach me or leave a message at this number any time. We don’t have an answering machine, but someone’s usually around the house most of the day.” She repeated her parents’ phone number twice, mumbled a quick “Thank you,” and then hung up.

She noticed her palms were sweating, and she rubbed them together vigorously as she began pacing back and forth across the kitchen floor. She saw the prescription bottle up on top of the refrigerator where her mother had put it; she considered taking a tranquilizer now but stopped herself, determined not to use the medication unless she absolutely needed it. Instead, she decided to try for another walk around the old neighborhood.

Maybe, she thought, now that the sun is shining brightly, I might even make it out past the Oak Grove Cemetery.
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