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We’re each of us alone, to be sure. What can you do but hold your hand out in the dark?

—Ursula K. Le Guin
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1

Jesse keeps his dead mother’s things in an old Tarbarrel tin. Pork jerky smell, black pepper and molasses, contained alongside photographs. His mother’s senior yearbook picture—her sharp, toothy grin. A Polaroid of her and Aunt Nancy toilet-papering the Confederate Memorial in downtown Blacknot. Nancy was seventeen then, his mother nine, both dressed in bell sleeves and fringe like it was still the 60s, though the Polaroid was taken by Jesse’s grandmother in 1982. On the back, an inscription: Nancy Jane & Constance Louise, getting in trouble.

Also inside the tin: twelve postcards addressed to Nancy while she was in graduate school, messages in his mother’s affected teenage voice—If you find a man in the Queen City, bring him home so that we might sacrifice him to the swamp gods and ensure the harvest.

Also: one bracelet of black wooden beads, which he guesses his mother must have worn.

Also: a series of articles from the paper about how they found her, dead, on the banks of the Miskwa River eighteen summers ago, and a small notebook of inscrutable thoughts, facts, and fantasies (Jesse couldn’t remember his mother, so he resorted to inventing details), which he wrote when he was a kid. River highest since 1980—average water temp 71°—she had black hair, pretty face, archy eyebrows—5 foot 1—shoe size 6 1/2, bad at singing—loved Wizard of Oz, X-Files, will-o’-the-wisp, animals—spoke French and Spanish—laughed at weird stuff like ghosts—smelled like cinnamon, fixed eggs better than Nancy, came home from work wearing costumes, played chess—

And so on.

There are many things the tin does not include. According to Nancy, Connie burned a lot of keepsakes and photos in the years leading up to the final breakdown that killed her, including pictures of her and Jesse together. That is his least favorite detail about her, aside from being dead.

Remarkably, he didn’t take the tin with him to college. When he packed last August, he decided to leave it right there on the upper shelf of his closet, its time-honored home. Now, after driving back the four hours from Greensboro, he finds that Nancy has used his monthslong absence as an excuse to pack up his bedroom to turn it into an office/meditation studio. All his posters and books and old school projects are stuffed away in boxes, the walls now hung with calming beach photographs, the closet clean of his baggy high school clothes and red Miskwa High sweatshirts.

And the tin, which is not where he left it.

“Where’d you put it?” he asks Nancy, trying not to panic.

His aunt stands in the doorway, looking sheepish. “I mean.” She gestures to the boxes. “I put away a lot of shit, hon. It’s probably here.”

“Probably?”

“I did throw some things out. Your old running shoes were biohazards. What did the tin look like?”

“Like a tin,” he says. “It looked like a tin. Red. A red tin. It had the Tarbarrel logo on it. It had—all her stuff was in there.”

“Her stuff?” Nancy says.

Jesse dives into the boxes. Some are open, some already taped shut. His aunt knows what he’s talking about, of course, but in the face of his alarm, she stands calm. Or at least pretends to.

“I’m sure it’s here somewhere.”

On principle alone, he doesn’t like that she’s done this, just crunched down and packed away his entire childhood like a whole lot of junk. Trophies for cross-country crammed in with mix CDs, the complete films of Bogart and Bacall. In one box, he finds the many amusing pulp fiction book covers he hunted down in flea markets all over the county, then, digging deeper, a glass hand pipe containing the charred residue of some backwater ditch weed. He bristles at the thought of Nancy finding it. Sure, they used to sing along to Peter Tosh’s Legalize It on car trips, but that doesn’t mean he wants her to have a firsthand view of his indiscretions.

But then, maybe the invasiveness was the point. Maybe her whole meditation studio plan was just an excuse to go through his stuff, to try to understand him one last time, unravel his secrets, account for his high school misery.

“Oh, stop being so frantic,” she says. “I’ll help you.”

“Don’t!” he says. “Please, don’t touch anything else. I’ll find it myself.”

“But you know I wouldn’t have thrown that out.”

“You just said maybe you did.”

She laughs. Her expression is becoming strained.

“But I didn’t trash anything important, sweetheart. Do you really think I’d just throw out—that?”

“Connie’s things,” he says. “My mother’s things.”

There’s no official moratorium on mentioning his mother’s name, though he realizes it’s been a long time since it was uttered aloud in this house. Nancy steps back, no longer smiling. Her face flushes with indignation.

After a minute, she says, “You know, you’ve caught me off guard, Jesse, just being here. You insisted you were staying out in Greensboro for the summer. Since November, that’s been your plan, right? Get a job, get an apartment. What happened?”

He can’t even tell if she’s happy to see him. Sure, when he first got in, she rushed out to the driveway to meet him, and when Dick, his red 1998 hatchback, let out its usual tricky sputter, she laughed and said, “Now, there’s a sweet sound.” All the neighbors must’ve heard it, too. Must’ve thought, Oh, that’s Jesse Calloway. Antsy Nancy’s boy. He’s back from college, finally. Because he didn’t come back for Thanksgiving, Christmas, or Easter. Nancy, who taught film and public speaking at the community college in Kneesville, had all the same breaks he did, so each time she’d drive out to see him, and they’d stay with Minerva, her old roommate from grad school, a silver-haired lesbian. And during every visit, Nancy praised the “culture” of the city (i.e., Greensboro) in comparison to the hick trashfire of Miskwa County, and then she drank too much wine and said she would be happy enough to see Jesse survive his freshman year without alcohol poisoning or gonorrhea, which he guessed was meant to take the pressure off or something. But in all that, there was never any talk of Jesse returning home. Nancy took him at his word.

“The plan,” he says to her, “changed.”

“It changed,” she says. “What changed? You were adamant about not coming back here.”

He rips up packing tape in snaky strips, one box after another.

“What changed?” she asks again.

He finds a plastic bin of photos: Jesse and Nancy at the carnivorous plant garden in Wilmington, another one of him and his grandfather at the Fort Fisher Aquarium, then a few with his former high school friends in their ninth-grade Halloween costumes, grins with retainer wires.

“I wanted to see friends,” he says.

“Which friends?” asks Nancy.

“‘Which friends?’ Why does that matter?”

“Because. Some of your friends have a history of getting you in trouble.”

He laughs. “Well, there you go. You got me. I drove four hours to get lit at some redneck barn party. Nothing like the scene in metropolitan Blacknot. Endless ragers. Orgies day and night.”

Nancy’s flush deepens.

“You had a plan,” she says firmly. “You changed your mind so fast, that’s all I’m saying.”

“For all you know, I’ve been thinking about it for weeks. And anyway, that’s got nothing to do with you culling out my shit without asking.”

“Oh, Jesse, stop it. Just stop. I didn’t—do you seriously think I’d do that on purpose, throw out those things, my sister’s things…?”

She trails off, her voice breaking. Tears fog up her glasses.

Little fucker, says a voice in Jesse’s head. First night home, and you have lied to Nancy and made her cry. Fine work.

“I didn’t say you’d do it on purpose,” he says, trying to be nicer. “It’s fine. It’s got to be here somewhere.”

“I mean,” she says tearfully, “you didn’t even take it with you. How was I supposed to know?”

In hindsight, yes, maybe the tin would’ve been safer if he’d brought it with him to college. But he never missed it there. Until a month ago, he was hardly thinking about Connie Calloway at all. Back at school, he was an actual adult, savvy and queer and experienced. He got props for liking David Lynch and owning a discontinued car. It’s 2015 and the 90s are cool again. Everything comes back around. Everything reincarnates.

That’s what changing your life is like, he assumes: a reincarnation.

Nancy lifts her glasses, squeezes her fingers against her eyes. “I didn’t throw it out, I didn’t,” she keeps saying. “At least, I don’t think I did.”

And he keeps saying, “It’s okay, it’s okay, I’m sure you didn’t,” though really, he just wants to find the damn thing so they can stop talking about it and she can stop crying.

Then, finally, hiding under a pile of Dashiell Hammett novels, there it is. The Tarbarrel mascot—a rosy-cheeked cartoon pig—beams goofily at him from the tin’s candy-red lid. He takes a breath.

“It’s there?” Nancy asks.

“It’s here.”

“Good.” She leaves the room, swiping at her tears and muttering, “Came all the way back here to fucking worry me.”

Sometimes, Nancy takes Jesse’s bad decision-making personally, and that is not his fault.

What did she say back in August when she took his shoulders in the campus courtyard? She was crying then, too, their clothes damp with sweat from carrying his stuff upstairs in an elevator-less dorm. She hugged him like he belonged to her, a compact little yin-yang, light and dark. Nancy is honey haired and pink faced, and Jesse inherited his mother’s wiry dark curls and brown eyes and sandy-brown skin. But they shared a cringey optimism there, in that courtyard.

“I knew you’d get out of there,” she said. “You are going to kick the shit out of this place. You’re smart. You bounce back. You always have.” Something like that. He remembers looking around at everyone else squirming in the face of similar talks from parents, grandparents, siblings. Everyone is tough. Everyone is the most genius genius.

“I’m just lucky,” he told Nancy.

“You’re not just lucky,” she said. “You’ll show them. You’re resilient.”

Then the fearsome Minerva swung back around in her SUV, driving without patience (she and her ex-wife had already seen their two children off to college), and she loaded up Nancy and the empty dolly and the bungee cords, and then, with a kiss and a blink, his aunt disappeared into the shaky summer heat.

Jesse was relieved to see her go. He carried his last box up to his room, a care package Nancy assembled: rolls of quarters, double-ply toilet paper, condoms (I know you can get these at the health center, she wrote in a mortifying note, but still). He met his roommate, a kid from Cary who introduced himself with a strong handshake, as if they were making a business deal: “Alex Khan. Poli-sci.”

“Jesse Calloway,” Jesse said. “Undeclared.”

“You on Wipixx?”

Wipixx was a social media app Jesse had never heard of, so he didn’t understand the question. At the time, he assumed Alex could discern immediately that he was a backwoods clown from a trashfire county.

“I’m sorry, man,” he said. “Did you just ask me if I’m on whippets?”

Reincarnation indeed.

Jesse reclaims his room. He takes down Nancy’s tranquil photos. Goodbye, sand dunes and softly waving seagrass. He tapes up all his pulp book covers in their place. There are at least forty of them, an impressive collection. However, when he steps back to admire them, he’s disheartened to see that they don’t look as cool or eclectic as he remembers. They look like a mess.

As he rearranges them, trying in vain to make them more aesthetically pleasing, Nancy sticks her head in the doorway.

“Did you even eat dinner?” she asks sharply. “You’re like a rail.”

He looks at her, startled. “I had something on the road.”

“Well, if you get hungry, you know, there’s a chess pie in the fridge. That’s still your favorite, right?”

Jesse feels suddenly ashamed of himself.

Later, when he goes to the kitchen, he finds the pie in the fridge: a pristine golden disc of butter and sugar. He’s not hungry, but he takes the pie out and stands in the kitchen doorway with it, fork in hand.

Nancy is grading finals in the den. The local news plays on mute. The windows are open to the night air of late spring, filling the room with an eggy smell. Nancy notices him standing there, sets aside her papers, and holds out an arm. He comes to sit by her.

“Sorry,” he says.

“Same,” she says. “I shouldn’t have gone through your stuff without asking.”

On the news, a young teacher leads a camera crew around his old elementary school. The hallway is lined with scribbly drawings of animals. Jesse experiences a wave of nostalgia. He pokes the chess pie with his fork.

“I know you can’t help it,” he says, “but you don’t need to worry. I won’t go anywhere near Pinewood. I promise.”

“Hmm,” Nancy says. “Thing is, sweetheart, it’s Blacknot.” She pronounces it the way the old locals do, like Black-nut. “If you’re here, you’re near everything.”

Jesse shrugs and looks down at the pie in his lap. He begins to eat it, so sweet it feels like it’s burning his tongue.

“You’re not going to cut a piece?” says Nancy. “You’re just going to eat it like that, like a monster?”

He licks the fork. “Uh-huh.”

She digs in herself, and they sit like that for a while, trading the fork back and forth until there’s a huge hole in the pie, as if an alien burst out of it. Jesse stares at the hole. Already, his stomach is telling him this was a mistake.

“Of course,” Nancy says, “I’m happy you’re here. Stay as long as you need.”

“Thank you. I know.”

“But you should know you won’t find a job. Merle hired out your spot at the diner.”

“I won’t be here long enough to get a job. A couple days, tops.”

She reaches out and brushes the hair off his forehead. “This new haircut… I don’t know about this haircut. It’s a little hipster-y.”

He bats her hand away. “No, it isn’t.”

“What do you think they’ll say about you when you’re waltzing around downtown Blacknot looking like this?”

“They’ll say, ‘That kid has his shit together.’ I mean, come on, I cleaned off the nail polish. What’s the issue?”

She squeezes his cheek. “I just want you to be careful.”

“I will, I will. Don’t fuss.”

He can see in her face that she doubts him; not that he’s lying, but that he’s making a promise he can’t keep. This is often the soul of her doubt, and the soul of his deceit. He believes wholeheartedly any promise he makes to anyone, every time.

He goes to bed early that night. The drive wore him out, he says. By three AM, he’s wide awake, listening to Nancy’s snores on the other side of the house and staring once again at the collage of book covers on his wall. They’re almost disturbing to him now; why is that? He lights a candle. His room is dark and hot. Most of these he didn’t even find himself, actually. The best ones—Alligator-Women from the Swamp Planet, which features the tagline “They’re here… and they’re horny!” and Attack of the Mutant Mushrooms, in which the monsters resemble dildos—those were gifts from Harlan. Thrifting is one of few gay activities a closeted man can enjoy in this county.

If Jesse wanted to, he could find other pieces of Harlan all around the room. A pair of jeans, pierced in the crotch by a spring in Harlan’s couch. A Union army coat button, which Harlan’s uncle found at the battlefield over in Kinston. But only Jesse would know the significance of these things; Nancy wouldn’t be able to pick them out.

God help him if she could.

But he’s not here for this. He doesn’t need this collection. He’s not a fucking kid anymore. His aunt’s impulse to cull, he feels it, too—though in a different, more volatile way. One by one, he tears the book covers away and takes them down the hall to the bathroom. There, he begins to burn them in the sink. The Alligator-Women curl up and turn black; the Mutant Mushrooms shrivel. The fire flares up unexpectedly and nearly catches the hand towel, and he is forced to open the bathroom window and let the smoke out into the night—

Whoosh. A flood of swamp stench hits him hard in the face. Low tide and hog farm. Confederate jasmine. Stale hot air. The assault seems personal, like this place has been waiting for him. Like it sees him. He never wanted to come back here. This stinking, suffocating place.

A rising wave of sugar burns the back of his throat. He leans over the toilet, and it comes up fast. A full-body retching. An exorcism.

That’s a bad sign. A terrible idea all around, this trip. But then he returns to his room, drained and shaky, and he sees his phone lit up on the bedside table.

A Wipixx message from Cat:


Welcome home

You want still pictures of your mother?



His heart hammers. This. This is what he’s here for.


Yes

Please




Tomorrow come town to bridge 9am

Tell no one
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On Sunday, in church, Alice stands next to her stepmother, whose impressive lyric soprano rings in her ear like clover flowers. In all of Alice’s eighteen years on this earth, this may be the only thing she has ever found impressive about Bobbie Swink.

Would you be free from the burden of sin? There’s power in the blood, power in the blood. Would you o’er evil a victory win? There’s wonderful power in the blood.

The congregation is especially sleepy this week, which lets Bobbie’s voice rise to the rafters. Alice looks over her shoulder at a row of youth group kids who have been prodded to church by their parents, shadow-eyed faces dripping with hangover sweat. There was a party last night somewhere in town.

There is power, power, wonder-working power—in the precious blood of the Lamb.

Two verses later, Bobbie pokes Alice’s arm. She takes a break between “sin stains are lost” and “life-giving flow” to hiss through her teeth—“Sing!”—but Alice shakes her hand away and stares straight ahead at the pipe organ and the strident bouquet of lilies on the altar. Bobbie wants Alice to take part in something, to blend in. Which Bobbie herself would like to do. Pastor Moseley once asked her why she didn’t sing in the choir, and Bobbie, with an earnest modesty that made Alice cringe, insisted she couldn’t carry a tune to save her life. “I would die of embarrassment,” she said.

Eventually, Alice feels the gaze of her father, who’s standing as an usher in the side aisle. She looks at him dead-on. Compared to the other patriarchs, Euel is scruffy in his wrinkled linen dress shirt, mustache untamed, hair loose and floppy on his forehead. He lowers his chin, raising his two salt-and-pepper eyebrows as if he knows exactly what’s unfolding in her brain, as if he is asking her outright: This is the hill you’re gonna die on?

Alice sucks in a breath, and as the congregation approaches the last refrain, she belts out the words, flat and heavy as a falling brick—“IN THE PRECIOUS BLOOD OF THE LAMB.”

Bobbie grips her arm, digs her nails in.

“Beautiful, y’all,” says Pastor Moseley. “Couldn’t’ve sung it better myself. Praise be to God.”

The congregation replies in dreary unison: “Praise be to God.”

They sit. Alice looks at the indentations of Bobbie’s nails on her arm, then at Euel. She sees his cryptic smile, the slow shake of his head. Eyes burn into her back; she can feel them. But when she turns to look, most of the congregation appears not to have noticed her outburst. In fact, there is only one pair of eyes staring from the far back corner of the sanctuary where the Taylor family sits, Bill and Val and their pretty sixteen-year-old daughter, Morgan. The parents exhibit the stiff, bourgeois dryness typical of Alice’s neighbors, but Morgan looks like many of the other youth group kids: slouched, sweaty, likely recovering from the Dixie bacchanal that’s still in her bloodstream. She’s glaring at Alice, mouth slightly open, an expression that hovers somewhere between puzzlement and scorn.

Alice turns away. For all she knows, Morgan is still drunk, agonized by the wail of the organ. Alice has been told she shouldn’t drink at all because of the medications she’s been taking, but even so, she knows if she ever went to a high school party—she would not; no one would invite her; no one would have the opportunity to—if such a thing ever happened, she would find it deeply unproductive. Without a doubt, an ordinary kind of rebellion.

She stays quiet until the end of the service, when the congregation parades out onto downtown Main Street, all quaint and sunny and lined with skinny, wire-bound oaks, new sidewalks filled with glittery mica. Pastor Moseley stands in the narthex, shaking hands. When Alice comes through the line, he bows his head to her.

“Mighty strong voice today, Alice Catherine,” he says.

“Thank you,” she says flatly. “I was moved.”

Pastor Moseley laughs. Behind them, Alice can hear Bobbie thrumming with embarrassment.

“Nothing wrong with that,” he says. “Always best to let the Spirit dictate your volume.”

On the sidewalk, Bobbie whispers in her ear, “Why do you needle me so?”

“You told me to sing,” Alice says.

“Oh, heavens, Alice. Be serious.” She cranes her neck in search of Euel, but he’s already gotten caught up in a conversation with Councilman Bale, his wife, Ouida, and chatty, doll-faced Mrs. Moseley. Bobbie watches the group nervously, gripping and un-gripping her fingers.

“I told him he couldn’t go and chat forever like he usually does,” she says. “You’ve got your appointment at one thirty.”

“There’s plenty of time,” Alice says. But Bobbie is already trying to slide her way into Euel’s conversation, laughing at someone’s joke, tapping at Euel’s arm. Alice stays where she is, lest she feel compelled to needle Bobbie more.

That’s when Morgan Taylor pops out of nowhere.

“Hey, girl!” she chirps, leaning close into Alice’s periphery. “Hi.”

Alice steps back.

“Oh. Sorry. Didn’t mean to scare you.”

The girl is giving her a very odd, strained smile. In the glare of the sun, she seems even more wilted, eyes raccooned, pit stains spreading on her seersucker dress. She wipes her arm across her forehead.

“It’s hot. You don’t have a tissue or anything, do you? There’s sweat in my eyes.”

“I don’t.” Alice looks around. Where did the parents go? “Sorry.”

Morgan fans herself with the church bulletin. “You’re lucky. You look like you don’t sweat at all.”

“I guess.”

“All graceful. All tall and stuff. How tall are you?”

Alice looks down at Morgan’s sweaty ash-blond head. She is tall, it’s true. But she has never been graceful. Before Euel took her out of grade school, the kids had called her Frankenberry because she walked with a forward lurch and hunched her shoulders. Spooky Alice with her strange, sallow complexion, and her huge eyes, so dark they look black, and her hair, kinked and coarse in a way that always stressed Bobbie—Hair with personality, she used to say. Her face, she’s been told, is without personality, as blank as a glass of water.

No one would call Alice graceful unless they were flattering her. And now, going from what Alice knows about Morgan Taylor—an average, affluent, Southern American teen—and what she assumes Morgan Taylor has heard about her, she is right to suspect an ulterior motive to this conversation.

“Well, never mind,” Morgan says. “Hey—you know you’re only a couple houses down from me, right?”

“Yes. I know.”

“Remember when you used to come over to our house to play with my sister and me? Lauren had a game where we all pretended we found a portal to this other world? And Lauren became a sorceress and I became a magic horse?”

Alice looks toward her father, chatting now with Pastor Moseley, who has slipped quite naturally into the conversation. They look like they’re making plans.

“I don’t know why I was thinking about that lately,” says Morgan. “How’ve you been?”

“Sedated,” says Alice.

Morgan’s first response is to laugh, but then she seems to remember that two summers ago Alice was spending four months as an inpatient at Croatan Psychiatric Hospital. A silence passes. When Morgan speaks again, her voice is awkward and apologetic.

“It’s—it’s just like the song, you know. ‘Twenty twenty twenty-four hours to go-oh…’”

“I think I should head on,” Alice says, pointing nowhere.

“Oh. Sure, right. Catch up soon, maybe?”

Alice lurches her way over to Euel.

Her father extends his arm, drawing her in between him and Bobbie. “Alice Catherine,” he says. “If we invite these rowdy folks over to the house tomorrow evening, will you play for them? I’ve been telling them how you’re killing Debussy and you need a chance to show off.” He pulls Alice deeper into the circle, letting the Bales and the Moseleys have a good look at her. “She’s incredible, friends. She’ll send you to a new plane of existence.”

Alice would like to not be in this circle. She’s starting to think she would rather take her chances with Morgan.

“I’m not any good with Debussy yet,” she says.

“Like hell you’re not any good. You’re a demon on that harp. One thing, though—” Euel holds up his finger to the group. “They only get a performance if they behave.”

“If who behaves?” says Pastor Moseley. “In front of my own church, you tell me to behave?”

“Just don’t give him any rum,” says Mrs. Moseley.

“And I’ll drink whatever rum you don’t give him,” says Ouida Bale.

Their swell of laughter shakes Alice’s brain. Over Ouida’s shoulder, she can still see Morgan standing there on the sidewalk, looking at her. Then she slowly wanders off, and Alice wonders if she dodged that conversation too quickly. What was that about? What did that girl want? Girls like Morgan never had any interest in Alice, just as Alice had no interest in them.

So much has happened between now and those school days when Alice used to play with other kids, before her isolated homeschooling era. She barely remembers Morgan or her sister or their games. Recently, she overheard a conversation between Bobbie and Mrs. Taylor about how Morgan has “come out of her shell” in the past couple years, as if introverts were invertebrates. What they really mean is that Morgan is a girl who has figured out the rules regarding her volume: Don’t be a drip, but don’t be a loudmouth either.

Alice feels her stepmother beside her, an anxious, coiling spring. She reaches over Alice to pat her husband’s arm.

“We should go if we want time to grab lunch.”

Euel looks at his watch. “Ah. You’re right.” He waves broadly to his circle of folks. “Let’s say six tomorrow? Six is good for everybody?”

Nods and affirmations. They all disperse cordially.

On the way to the car, Euel whispers to Alice:

“I thought we’d talked about going a little easy on Bobbie, hmm? Maybe give her some slack now and then?”

“I’m not any good with Debussy yet,” Alice insists.

“You’re not—aw, honey, they won’t know the difference. Just do your best.”

“I don’t want to play.”

He looks at her, their eyes level. She doesn’t have his eyes, which are cheerful and blue, an unusual slate blue, the pupils surrounded by a ring of gold. Alice has wondered if that gold ring is why everyone finds her father so fucking charming.

“Yes, you do,” he says. “You love playing more than anything.”

Two hours later, she’s sitting in her therapist’s office at the New Bridges Counseling & Wellness Center in South Greene. Her therapist’s name, for whatever reason, she can never remember. Kayla or Marla, or maybe Wendy. Alice turns a small black stone over and over in her hand. She stole the stone from the bowl-shaped fountain in the corner of the room and takes pleasure that the therapist doesn’t notice.

It’s not that she hates the therapist. The therapist tries. She lights her office with dim pink salt lamps and flameless candles, and the burbling fountain does put Alice in a calm state, as she assumes it’s supposed to. The therapist is young and sweet-faced, and when she speaks, the confident positivity in her voice is so sincere it’s genuinely affecting. Whenever Alice is in the room with her, she thinks, Yes; maybe I could set reasonable goals for myself. Become less angry. More logical.

“He told me to play for his friends again.”

“Did that make you anxious?” asks the therapist.

Alice looks down at her hands and the stone hidden inside them. She shrugs.

“You’ve said you’re uncomfortable playing for your father’s friends. Why?”

Alice reflects on that a moment and says, “You know the story of the Pied Piper? Where he lures out the children? Playing for his friends makes me feel like the pipe.”

“You feel like he’s using you,” the therapist observes.

“I do. Yeah.”

“But in this scenario,” the therapist goes on, “you’re the one playing the instrument. Not your father.”

She tilts her head, as if waiting for a reply, but Alice stays quiet.

“I remember a few sessions back,” the therapist says, “you talked about how you sometimes frame your life as a fairy tale. Cinderella and her evil stepmother, Snow White, Sleeping Beauty. Now you’re a pipe, an instrument. What links these? What did we talk about?”

The stone in her hand responds, a warm vibration.

“Agency,” says Alice.

The therapist taps her pen, preparing to say something Alice knows she has said before. “Remember, if your father, or anyone, asks something of you, you’re going to feel whatever you’re going to feel about it, whether that’s pressure or resentment or anger. The trick is to choose to deal with those feelings productively, to communicate them. Otherwise, they build up.”

Sometimes, Alice can successfully convince herself that this is, in fact, her only problem. She is not good at managing her feelings.

It’s a useful thought for today’s session. Eventually, they move on from the issue of playing for her father’s friends and dig back into Alice’s past, when she ends up talking at length about the incident at Calvary Academy, third grade, when her teacher called her a liar, and she bit the woman’s wrist so hard she damaged a ligament. Nine stitches. Alice can still remember the taste of blood in her mouth, how it felt like victory when Euel pulled her out of school. Just private tutors since then, and whatever Bobbie, a former middle school math teacher, could manage to stuff in her brain. Alice has an active mind, so she’s been told. If she wants to learn something, she fixates on it until the learning is complete. But when it came to assimilating her with other kids, Euel posited that it was fine if Alice preferred being by herself—“All the great geniuses were mavericks,” and so on—and Bobbie, though desperate for her to be “normal,” was too ashamed to keep pushing all those ill-fated playdates with other homeschooled children. In fact, though she is now eighteen, playing pretend with Morgan and her sister was probably the last time Alice had what could be called friends.

“Nine stitches is an awful lot of anger,” the therapist says. “You don’t remember what you were accused of lying about?”

“No,” Alice says, but that’s not true. She remembers exactly. “It’s all a haze. That was less than a month after my mother—after she left.”

The therapist jumps on that, this easy explanation for the crippling of Alice’s emotional and social state of being. She writes mysteriously and energetically on her legal pad, single words, Alice imagines, with a half dozen exclamation points. Progress!!!!!! Coping!!!!!! The therapist is a person who gets excited about moving past things.

Sometimes, she’ll mention a goal: college, some big future career—Juilliard even! The possibilities!—as if all these things could be delivered at Alice’s will. As if the psychiatrist at Croatan had not told her father that she wasn’t stable enough for college, not anytime soon.

“Just keep in mind,” the therapist tells her, “don’t be down on yourself for being where you are. Don’t worry about where other people are. You’re in a safe space. You’re talented. You’re building boundaries between yourself and your parents. You have your library job. You are sorting things out, and that’s exactly what you’re meant to be doing.”

This is exactly what I’m meant to be doing.

Then, as usual, she sets one foot outside the therapist’s office, and her optimism dissolves.

Everything she left out of their discussion creeps back. She forgets to check the placard by the door to remind herself what the therapist’s name is, and she begins to wonder again whose lucky tit her father pulled to schedule therapy appointments on Sundays. Now she’s in the parking lot, fuming, and Tanisha Patton, Euel’s beautiful, smartly dressed assistant, is already pulling up in her silver sedan. Agency. Alice weighs the word in her mind. What does anybody know about agency?

She gets in the car, still holding the stone she snatched from the fountain.

“How’d therapy go?” Mrs. Patton asks, and Alice answers automatically—“Fine”—while worrying the stone with her thumb.

Mrs. Patton side-eyes her. “What’s that? A charm?”

“Just a stone.”

“Onyx?”

“Could be.” Alice looks at it, so shiny she can see a tiny reflection of herself. “I stole it from in there.”

“Hmm,” says Mrs. Patton. She turns west out of the parking lot and takes the long way back to Euel’s house on Eden Circle, past the golf course, intermittent patches of swamp, a series of strip malls. They listen to Prince, an old CD Mrs. Patton has been playing in her car for months.

“So kleptomania’s one of your things?” she asks.

“Not if I don’t get caught,” says Alice.

Mrs. Patton looks amused, but she doesn’t say anything. Prince is partying like it’s 1999.

“Tanisha,” says Alice. “Are you free tomorrow night? Euel’s having some people over for dinner. Pastor Moseley and his wife. The Bales.”

“Tomorrow,” Mrs. Patton says. “Tomorrow’s my birthday.”

“All the more reason for you to come. We can celebrate.”

She laughs. “Baby, there are plenty of folks I’d like to hang out with on my birthday, and they ain’t it. You have fun, though.”

Alice looks out the passenger window at the trees blurring by, squirmy black power lines snaking overhead.

“It’s going to be terrible,” she says.

For a while, they don’t say anything to each other. Mrs. Patton’s only gesture is to glance down and brush a bit of lint off her blazer. Deep, vivid aubergine. Church clothes, probably—though Mrs. Patton is always immaculately styled, to the point where it sometimes makes her uncomfortable to look at. Chic jewelry, towering heels, glossy black nails. Her hair is always shiny and expertly relaxed. She’s been Euel’s assistant for over a year now. Confident. Flawless.

“So,” says Alice. “Did you get them?”

“I did,” says Mrs. Patton. “And you’ve got cash?”

Alice digs in her shoulder bag and produces a roll of about three hundred dollars. Some of it is her own, earned from the small paycheck she gets from working at the library. Some of it she sifted out of Bobbie’s pocketbook or her father’s wallet. Fives and tens here or there.

Mrs. Patton unrolls the money and counts it quickly in her lap while sitting at a stop sign. Then she produces a brown paper bag from her purse and hands it to Alice.

Inside is a clear packet filled with tick-size black kernels. Witchfingers. They’re so light in Alice’s hand it’s like holding nothing.

“There aren’t many here,” she says.

“You didn’t say you needed a ton,” says Mrs. Patton. “Plus, they’re a challenge to find.”

Alice opens the bag and taps one of the kernels into her hand. She holds it gently between thumb and forefinger, tests its puffy stiffness, smells it. Rot sweet, almost fruity. She tries to listen but detects no sound, like the thing is frozen.

Mrs. Patton watches her out of the corner of her eye.

“There are stories about how they used to eat them,” Alice says. “Just like this.”

“Who did?”

“The Angel Battalion, that spiritualist cult I told you about, hit their height in the 1890s. They thought witchfingers gave them visions of the future.”

Mrs. Patton looks alarmed. “You said you were just burying them.”

“I know, but I might like some visions. I could enjoy seeing the future.”

“Alice, they’re not for eating. You’ll be throwing up all night.”

Alice opens her mouth wide and holds the kernel over her tongue. Mrs. Patton stops the car in the middle of the road so she can turn and look at Alice as she speaks.

“Listen up,” she says. “I got you those because I trust you. Okay? I had to find my way to some shady backwoods dens to get them and I’ve got a lot more to lose than you do.”

Alice lowers her hand and contritely puts the kernel back with the others. “I know.”

“I’d lose my job, my two boys. They would put me in jail. I’d have to watch footage of their high school graduations from prison.”

“I was only kidding,” says Alice.

“Just making sure you knew.”

“I said I knew.” Alice puts the witchfingers in her shoulder bag. “I’m not going to eat them. It’s for a ritual.”

“So you said,” Mrs. Patton says.

“But if I ever did eat them, I’d report back to you all the visions I had.”

“Mm-hmm. Can’t wait.”

When they reach the Swink property, Mrs. Patton takes the gravel drive to the guesthouse, which Euel once used as a music room. Now it belongs to Alice. A big boxwood hedge shields it from the gaze of the main house, which gives her some privacy. She has her own kitchenette, her own stone veranda. From there, she can see the Miskwa River through a drooping canopy of live oaks.

Mrs. Patton looks out on this pretty spread with raised eyebrows, then looks at Alice as if to say, See? See what you’re risking? This nice bit of independence you’ve managed to get for yourself ? And Alice returns a look that’s supposed to say, Fuck you, though with her expressionless face, who knows if Mrs. Patton picks up on it. Plus, it does no good for her to lash out at someone who’s been helping her. (Transference!!!!!!)

“You can handle that fool dinner by yourself,” Mrs. Patton says. “That’s what I think.”

“But it’ll help to have someone there who’s on my side.”

“And what will I do there exactly? Pick up people’s empty drink glasses? Help Bobbie carry out the crackers and the cheese log?”

“No,” Alice says. “Bobbie would never serve a cheese log in springtime. Cheese logs are for the holidays.”

“Well, see. I didn’t even know that. I never know these things. My husband will have something put together for me.”

“Please. I’m asking you. Please come.”

At the sincerity of the plea, Mrs. Patton’s face softens into pity.

“Not making any promises.”

She lets Alice out at the door. No sign of life in the main house, which means that Euel and Bobbie are still out, running errands, visiting with folks, schmoozing. She never knows why their schedule is always so packed.

All the better. She waves goodbye to Mrs. Patton, her sedan disappearing down the drive. The witchfingers are in her bag, the black stone in her fist.

It is onyx. She can tell. When she holds it to her ear, its latticed molecules chant darkly.

Ai—ai—ai—ai—ai

FROM THE NOTEBOOKS OF KATRINA MORROW, SPRING 1994


June 12

Yellow flowering saltweed, versatile and not hard to find. Grows at Hook Bend and sounds like kittens crying. Practical purposes—analgesic, improves skin, gets rid of eye floaters, smells earthy and eggy, opens the heart up.

Love incantation—My heart is open. Fill me up with dirt and water, breath and blood.
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In Miskwa County, when you say “town,” as in, “I’m going into town for the farmers market,” it’s assumed you mean Blacknot, though there’s a whole constellation of other little boroughs nearby—Pinewood, Apple Hill, Shy Creek, Vernontown, South Greene—with their own character and disproportionate sense of pride. Blacknot sits on the north bank of the Miskwa River. The bridge—Jesse knows only one that Cat could be talking about—runs a mile across marsh and river into South Greene, which exists solely because rich people in the 80s wanted to escape the stench of hog farms. Since Jesse was a kid, there’s been an emphatic downtown Blacknot revitalization effort, an insistence that the town is charming, despite the smell.

“The farmers market?” Nancy says. She turns from the stove, where she’s frying sausage patties. “I need goat cheese. Let me get out of my sweatpants and we’ll go together.”

“Don’t rush,” Jesse says. “I’m meeting up with some folks there. Jaelah and her cousin. The usual crew.”

“Isn’t it weird for you to be out of bed before noon?”

Jesse steals a sausage barehanded from the skillet. Nancy slaps at him—“Tch! That grease will burn you!”—but he has told his lie so naturally that she sends him off with some money to bring back the goat cheese himself. Truthfully, Jesse has no idea whether his former friends are home from college and wouldn’t want to see them anyway, and by the time he gets to the rendezvous spot—the bridge, where he will finally meet Cat—he’s forgotten he even mentioned them.

Jesse is familiar with the rendezvous spot. A trail winds away to his left through the marsh and along the river, past the radio station and the Walmart and the movie theater, past soybean fields and stretches of pinewoods, all the way back to the high school. He ran that trail for cross-country many times. A weatherworn bench stands at the trailhead, looking out over the water, the black pluff mud, the bright green lawns and white plantation-style houses of South Greene.

He can’t sit down. He paces.

The day’s heat rises. The spot under the bridge becomes an odorous oven of fishy concrete and fry grease from the waterfront restaurants. Up the path behind him, in Spartina Square, the Saturday farmers market is at a boil. Sweating families claim picnic spots on the lawn, their unleashed dogs nosing their way into people’s crotches and ice cream cups. White tents line the walkways, tables filled with produce, summer sausage, shells painted like Santa Clauses. A high school girl sells food truck biscuits with fancy toppings—Gouda cheese, candied bacon.

An hour goes by like that.

Music begins to play from the pavilion. Local cover bands typically exhibit their mediocre skills at the farmers market every Saturday, though this—the discordant pairing of banjo and synthesizer, the hum of a theremin—is not a Carolina beach jam. The noise makes Jesse nauseous.

Why is Cat so late? Why are they not responding to his messages?

Another twenty minutes pass, and he leaves the rendezvous spot to circle the park, hoping to find that Cat is watching him from afar. Won’t do him any good; he doesn’t know what they look like. And this is an ordinary Blacknot crowd anyway, filled with the same old faces. There’s that history teacher who once threw a chair against the whiteboard and still kept his job somehow; and that freckly girl who was in her parents’ furniture store commercials; and the First Baptist pastor taking a selfie with his uncannily beautiful wife.

Under the pavilion, among the three bandmates who are retuning their equipment, Jesse recognizes Idgy Sawyer, who graduated two years before him, dropped out of college, and has now found his passion in writing strange, sad music. His current band is called the Undead Corpse of the Confederacy. They are selling CDs at a table next to the driftwood vivariums, ten dollars, cash, check, or Venmo. The bandmates behind Idgy appear nervous to be there, as if they’re not sure what to do with their instruments, and the audience, too, judging from the array of faces, is regretting this.

Jesse edges closer. He hears someone shout his name:

“Calloway!”

He should not be as surprised as he is to run into someone he knows so quickly. Morgan Taylor, rising high school senior, is coming toward him across the grass. He spies her parents over by the courthouse garden, chatting with the Baptist pastor. South Greene people. Republicans in pastel.

“You’re in big trouble, Calloway,” Morgan calls to him.

“Why’s that, M?” he calls back.

Upon reaching him, she immediately begins fiddling with his clothes, his hair, his partially grown-out undercut. She pokes at the cartilage piercing one of his friends gave him back in March.

“Hey, ow!” Jesse cries, brushing her away. “That’s still tender.”

“What is all this?” she says, laughing. “New clothes, new hair. Like you’re in disguise.”

“Maybe I am,” he says. “I’m on a mission.”

“Oh, a mission? Is that why you came back to town after practically a whole year and didn’t even bother to tell me?”

“It’s a secret.”

“Well, buddy, you better share it. That’s the only way I’m letting you off the hook.”

Jesse glances over her shoulder at the trailhead. In truth, he would like to find someone to tell his story to, how he decided to come back and why. Still, he’s not sure Morgan is the right person. She is what they call a “spring senior”—precocious, boosted to kindergarten at a young age and now on track to graduate at seventeen. She and Jesse hooked up in the fall semester of his senior year, then several times throughout the spring and summer, and she was always good at keeping her own secrets—quick, clandestine meetups at friends’ houses, in his car, in the abandoned dugout at the middle school; they got pretty creative. But he’s always questioned how well she keeps the secrets of others.

Morgan notices his hesitation. She looks across the lawn to her parents, still talking with the pastor. “How ’bout you tell me later. What are you doing tonight?”

“I don’t know,” Jesse says. “Nothing.”

“There’s a get-together at the Koonces’. Your buddy Red is back in town house-sitting for his parents. You should come.”

“A party?”

“It’s not a party.” Her smile intensifies, almost hungry. “Come out! Why come back if you’re not gonna see people?”

“I don’t know if I want to see people.” He stuffs his hands in his pockets. “Who’s going to be there?”

“Who? I don’t know. It’s a little get-together. Red’s friends. My friends.” She shrugs and smiles. “And I’ll be there. Looking to have a little fun.”

Now that Jesse has spent a year in college, Morgan’s flirting is greener than he remembers. Sweet, but a little embarrassing.

“Aren’t you seeing someone?” he asks. “Back in February, you posted something—”

“Are you talking about Greg Stubbs?”

“Yeah, Greg Stubbs. How’s he?”

She throws her head back and groans. “Oh my god, Jesse. That boy didn’t know how to do anything. I’m serious.” She whispers in his ear, “He thought the











































PINEWOOD WOMAN FOUND DEAD
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