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            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      Kevan

      

      Frannie bursts through the back door of the house, a half-eaten apple in one hand and something small clutched in the other. It’s obvious she played hard at recess today, evident in her red cheeks and messy hair. She’s wearing her favorite baggy shirt, the one with Wednesday Addams stitched across the front, now decorated with a fresh ketchup stain. She often wears stains like medals of honor.

      The school year is almost over, and the afternoon has no interest in cooling down. The air outside carries the weight of it, honeysuckle and warm Georgia heat with very little breeze.

      From the time she could walk, she’s been drawn to darker characters with gothic edges, the kind that exist in shadows and graveyards. I’ve seen Coraline more times than I can count, and The Nightmare Before Christmas plays all year round. Nathan says she gets it from me. He’s probably right.

      I often think that children inherit more than eye color. They absorb the shape of their mother’s fears and desires, even the ones we try to hide. And even if we don’t want them to. Which is why I’ve worked extra hard to help Frannie see all the positive things around her. Art, music, quiet moments.

      She skips across the yard toward my art studio, light and carefree, the back field stretching wide behind her all the way to the line of oaks at the far edge of the property. Their branches hang heavy with Spanish moss that barely moves in the heat. The pond is just visible past them, flat and silver where the light catches it.

      She must’ve had a good day at school. Her regular teacher went on maternity leave, so she’s had a permanent sub for the last few weeks. She loves him. Says he looks like a superhero. I haven’t met him yet, but I must admit, it piques my curiosity. Any man who can wrangle twenty-three eight-year-olds and still earn the title “superhero” deserves at least a handshake.

      Not long after Nathan and I moved to Ivymond, he designed this space for me. His wedding gift. The studio looks as though it belongs on the edge of a cliff overlooking the ocean, not tucked among the oaks and Spanish moss of an old Southern estate.

      A glass cathedral for a woman who spent her childhood hiding in dark spaces. Nathan understands the language of compensation. He’s the kind of person who builds in light what others survived in darkness.

      It’s made almost entirely of glass, floor-to-ceiling windows on every side, framed in weathered cedar that’s begun to silver in the sun. Spacious, with interior walls that enclose a large, dark room where the exterior walls display several of Gammie’s beautiful art pieces, including her self-portrait. Honeysuckle vines creep up one corner outside, just as Gammie would have loved, and the copper roof gleams in the evening light. Inside, the smell of cedar and linseed oil has settled into the walls the way good things do, quiet and permanent. At this hour, the light coming through all that glass turns warm and gold.

      It’s a sanctuary built on the bones of something that once felt like a tomb.

      The massive old workshop that sat in this same spot was bulldozed to the ground shortly after we moved in. Something about it loomed with a sense of malice, as though its ugliness went deeper than rotted wood and peeling paint. I couldn’t explain it, but the moment I stepped inside, I felt a lingering presence—something dark and evil. Nathan said he felt it too, even as a teenager. So, we destroyed it and built something beautiful in its place.

      There are some structures you burn to the ground and some you level with machines, deliberately, watching every beam collapse. For some reason, I needed to watch this one fall.

      Some ghosts, you learn to live with. Others, you raze to the ground.

      A soft breeze drifts through the open door, carrying the scent of fresh blooms, and with it, visions of Gammie Frances. I close my eyes and breathe in the perfume and the memories, which are often vivid and sudden and sweet, though sometimes, sweet is a lie. Grief is never sweet. It’s honey laced with glass. That’s the thing about those we love who have left us: they visit without invitation, triggered by the slightest of reminders. A scent. A song. The particular way light shines through a window, and for half a second you forget they’re dead. Then you remember. Then the glass cuts.

      Some days, my longing for Gammie feels like the sharpest of shards.

      Nathan and I decided to keep Gammie’s childhood home place. It’s where his sister is buried after all. Once we learned what happened to her, I understood why Gammie never sold the property. I guess that’s why Nathan’s bond with Sheriff Kenny is so strong. We all share a secret that needs to stay right where it is.

      From this space, I can see everything: the orchard to the east, the grove of oak trees beyond the pond, and the sun as it peeks through the branches each morning. Right now the light comes in low and slow, the way it does in late afternoon when it’s looking for something to gild. The moss in the oaks catches it first. The pond just beyond goes dark and flat in the long shadows. And farther out, past the grove and on the other side of the water, a single oak stands apart from the rest. Wide-trunked and solitary, set back from the others like it made that choice itself a long time ago.

      Everything we’ve done to this property has created the peace and solitude I craved as a child. The kind of place where Frannie can grow up without ever knowing the nightmares I endured as a kid. It’s as if this space was built to reframe my memories and to prove that the story can be rewritten if you’re stubborn enough to hold the pen.

      Nathan and Frannie have helped me do exactly that.

      “Hey, Mom.” Frannie bolts through the door, Jake lazily following behind, while Eleanor’s chubby old body wobbles along even farther back. The dog flops down beneath my worktable, and the cat takes a few steps into the room before collapsing onto her side, her purr sounding far younger than she is.

      Frannie holds up a small flashlight in one hand. “Look what I got from the good behavior trunk today.” She clicks it on and off, then without waiting for a response, she walks straight to the massive shadow box dominating part of one wall and bends down near the base.

      “What are you doing, honey?”

      She places something small onto a piece of moss I’d glued near what will eventually be a tree, then straightens and clips the flashlight to her belt loop. “There. She said I should put it under the tree in your art.”

      I cross to where she’s standing, studying the shadow box. Nestled in the moss is a figurine about the size of a matchbox. A bird carved from soft wood, cedar or pine. The feathers are suggested in soft, shallow grooves, worn down in places, as though someone once ran their thumb over them compulsively, the way people worry a rosary or a stone. Its legs are delicate and slightly uneven, its surface tarnished to a mottled brown-gray. It’s clearly old. Possibly decades, maybe more.

      I don’t touch it right away. It sits there with the particular stillness of something that knows it’s exactly where it’s supposed to be. Like it arrived rather than was placed. Something in me goes quiet when I look at it—not afraid, exactly. Just the way a room goes quiet before someone says something that changes everything.

      “What is that?” I ask, crouching down to get a better look.

      “Something I found.”

      “Where did you find it?”

      Frannie points toward the far side of the pond. “Over there. That big ol’ tree that stands all by itself. The one that always looks lonely.” I follow her finger to the windows. Through all that glass I can just make it out, the one she means. The trunk is wide enough that you’d need three people to get your arms around it, the roots lifting from the ground and folding back in ways that make it look like the earth tried to let go of it once and couldn’t. There’s a gap at the base I’ve noticed before but never given much thought to.

      Her face tilts downward, as though she feels sorry for it. “I wonder why it’s not with the other trees.”

      Still wondering if I heard her correctly, I open my mouth to ask who She is, but Frannie interrupts me.

      “Can I go back to the big trees and play?” She’s already bouncing toward the door. “I want to look for more treasures.”

      I’m not finished asking her about the carved bird, but my mind is still searching for the right thing to ask. Instead, I opt to save the conversation for later. “You know the drill. Walk⁠—”

      “Walk far away from the pond and don’t get too close. I know.” She finishes my sentence with that tone. The one that says I know, I know.

      “Yes, for a little bit. I’ll come get you when it’s time to start dinner.”

      “Okay.” She’s darting out the door before I finish the sentence.

      I watch her half-sprint, half-skip across the back field toward the pond, my chest tight with the typical terror of motherhood: the constant awareness that everything you love can drown, fall, choke, disappear. Maybe that’s just me, but it’s a real thing.

      I smile when she gives the water a wide berth and think, good girl. Then my expression shifts as I realize she’s asked to wander off to that particular part of the property several times lately. Something about it nags at me and sends a thin wire of dread up my spine, but I brush it off and get back to work on my collage. I’ve learned that not all feelings deserve attention. Some are just the residue of old ghosts.

      I turn to the mixed media project I’ve been building. It’s a massive, window-sized assemblage, part shadow box and part sculpture, holding a mixture of images, textures, and found objects. Each piece is part of a story waiting to reveal itself. The wooden-framed arch is graceful, reminiscent of a cathedral window.

      In some ways, it’s shaping up to look like a scene in nature, but I know it won’t be entirely that. I’m not sure what it will become. That’s what I love about art. It’s like raising a child. You love and nurture it until one day it reveals its true form, and all you can do is stand back and recognize what was always trying to emerge.

      I step back to study the placement of the latest pieces, including the small bird, when two arms slide around my waist and pull me against a firm chest. I jump, only slightly, but I still jump. After all these years, some part of me still expects to be grabbed rather than held.

      I lean into Nathan’s embrace anyway, letting my body remember this is different and safe. My therapist says childhood trauma can wire a person for an exaggerated startle response that lingers long after the mind has begun to heal. She’s right.

      “Hi honey.”

      “How’s it going?” He bends down and rests his chin on my shoulder as he studies the shadow box.

      “It’s going.”

      Nathan helped me build the frame, heating and bending the wood in ways I couldn’t have managed alone. He stretches one arm out and points. “I think I see a large tree shaping up on this side. That’s what my brain sees, anyway.”

      “No, you’re right. There’s more to it, but the whole piece has a long way to go.”

      “You know me. I only have an eye for architecture.”

      I tilt my head up to look at him. His gaze drops to the base of the tree. “What’s that?” He leans closer, studying the carved bird nestled in the moss.

      “Frannie said she found it and she’s supposed to put it there.”

      Nathan just smiles, apparently not feeling or thinking anything strange about it. Ever since she said the words, She said I should put it there, I’ve wondered if my mind heard something different than what she actually said. I’m still trying to make sense of it, so I don’t elaborate more.

      I turn to face him, lifting onto my tiptoes as I wrap my arms around his neck, and attempt to distract us both. “I love that you try to get my art. Maybe that’s why we make a good team. Artist, architect. I’m the yin and you’re the yang.”

      “That’s how we roll.” He squeezes me tight and gives me a soft kiss. His shirt smells faintly of detergent and him. Nothing like the scents of my past: cigarette smoke and booze my father wore like cologne.

      When Nathan’s breath grazes my neck, it sends a ripple of chills through me. The good kind. Sex used to be conquest or escape, something I did to men or let them do to me as a way of distracting my brain from the past. With Nathan, it’s something else entirely. Mutual. Tender, yet unfiltered.

      Strange how healing and security can feel more frightening than harm. When you’ve gone from having nothing left to lose to the fear of losing it all, it can often be terrifying.

      We settle onto bar stools at my work table and talk through our days, deciding what to make for dinner. A breeze stirs the hanging cyanotypes, sending them fluttering like pale ghosts in the evening light.

      We both turn when we hear Frannie coming toward the studio. She’s humming something. A strange, unfamiliar melody that drifts across the yard ahead of her. Not a song I’ve heard her sing before. It has an oldness to it, a minor-key pull that doesn’t belong in an eight-year-old’s mouth. I frown and catch Nathan’s eye; he’s wearing his own puzzled expression.

      Something about it prickles at the back of my neck, raises the fine hairs there like a dog sensing a storm. The kind of sensation I used to get as a child, right before something bad was about to happen.

      I push it down, swallow, and tell myself it’s nothing. She’s just a kid with a new tune.

      Even though my mind says it, my body doesn’t believe me. It’s always had a nasty habit of fighting my thoughts. Sometimes my body keeps score when my mind wants to forget and catalogs every warning for what might happen.

      Frannie skips through the door, sees Nathan, and runs straight toward him. “Hi Daddy.” She wraps her arms around his waist for a quick hug, then turns to me, bouncing lightly in place.

      “You’re back quicker than I expected,” I say.

      “I have to pee.”

      “I’d love to know more about this piece you put into Mom’s shadow box. Where’d you get it?”

      Frannie glances at the piece of art, then points through the windows. “I found it in the tree. The lonely one back there.”

      “How did you find it?” Nathan asks. “It looks pretty old. Did you dig it up?”

      “No.” She shakes her head. “The tree has a hole at the bottom. I found it in there.”

      I raise my eyebrows. “Honey, I’m not so sure you should be sticking your arm in dark holes.”

      She shrugs. “It wasn’t that dark. Besides, Grace was the one who told me it was in there.”

      “Grace?” I ask, my voice attempting to retreat back inside myself. I look at Nathan, who is rendered speechless beside me.

      Frannie’s expression shifts, becoming matter-of-fact in the way only children can be about the impossible.

      “Yeah, Grace. She said I should put it under the tree in your art.” She straightens. “See? It’s just like the one back where I found it.”

      Nathan and I exchange another look, then look at the tree she’s referring to. From this position, it doesn’t look nearly as massive as it actually is, and it does look just like the one I’ve created. The color shifts in Nathan’s face, and I feel my own doing the same.

      “Grace, who?” I manage to push the words from my lips. A chill spreads through me despite the warmth of the studio. The kind that has nothing to do with temperature.

      Frannie acts as though she didn’t hear the question, crossing one leg over the other. “I really have to go pee.” She darts around us, and Nathan finds his voice, calling after her before she slips out the door.

      “Grace, who?”

      She answers without turning back, her voice bright and unbothered, as if she’s said the most ordinary thing in the world.

      “Grace. The girl who lives here.”

      The words hang in the air like a heavy morning fog.

      Nathan and I stand frozen, watching our daughter disappear into the house. For a moment I’m back at that abandoned property, seeing the girl on the dock again, begging me to see what she sees.

      And suddenly I know the feeling I’ve been having all evening.

      Someone is trying to tell me something.
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      Grace

      Summer 1955

      

      I hate church.

      It’s the kind of place where the holy and the human share space, but neither one seems to be offering any favors.

      The preacher behind the pulpit is the perfect saint. Everyone says so. I know this because I hear people say things like Pastor Edward Lewis is a man of God through and through, or He’s got the Lord’s fire in his bones, or Don’t question Lewis. He walks closer to heaven than the rest of us.

      I can’t say it out loud, but I think he walks a little closer to hell than heaven. His armpits are always wet, and beads of sweat crawl down his cheeks like fat, glistening insects. He wipes at them with a stained handkerchief he keeps in his shirt pocket, but it’s like trying to mop up water with a leaf.

      What makes church even more miserable is having to sit still forever in Sunday dresses with collars that bite at my neck. The smell is a mixture of lemon oil and sweat, and by the end of service, sweat takes over. The ceiling fan high above turns slow, pushing the heat in lazy circles. The windows on either side are plain glass, and the afternoon sun pours through them like it’s got something to prove. By the second hymn it shows everything: the water stains blooming across the ceiling, the worn patches in the carpet runner, the sweat rings already spreading through the backs of people’s Sunday best. Nobody looks holy by the end of service. They just look cooked.

      Every now and then, a pew groans beneath someone shifting, and I swear it sounds like the building itself is tired of pretending to be holy.

      I’m always planted in the second row behind Evelyn Prat, who smells of mildew and stares at me as though I’ve grown a tail. But the worst of it is all the talking. Or more specifically, the way Preacher Lewis talks, or rather yells, with intervals of huh and ha that echo until my face aches from furrowing my eyebrows.

      “God is merciful,” Lewis barks, loud and proud from the pulpit, slapping the Bible like it owes him something. Then, ten minutes later, and maybe two more streams of sweat down his forehead, he’s roaring about fire, brimstone, and hell. About burning and screaming and eternal punishment for anyone who put anything, anything, before the Lord.

      It doesn’t make sense. In fact, it reminds me of one of my spelling words from school... contradiction. When two things can’t both be true at the same time.

      Once during Sunday school I raised my hand and asked why a loving God would make a place full of fire and send people there just for not putting Him first. Mrs. Ethel blinked at me like she’d been slapped and told me to hush before I brought confusion into the room.

      That’s another thing. Grown-ups don’t like questions. Especially ones that contradict what they believe.

      The walls of the church are lined with wooden frames, each cradling a handwritten Bible verse between the arched windows. I’ve read them all, more than once. The one I keep coming back to is the one that fits that big word I learned: contradiction. It reads: Beware of false prophets, which come to you in sheep’s clothing, but inwardly they are ravening wolves. Matthew 7:15.

      I don’t know why exactly, but every time I read it, I think of Pastor Lewis.

      I sneak a hand into my dress pocket and pull out the little sheep figurine, carved from deer antler, feeling the ridges that have worn smooth under my fingers. Miss Lucinda gave it to me on my eighth birthday and said, “It’ll keep you safe, even when the world doesn’t make sense.”

      I wasn’t sure what she meant, but I carry it everywhere.

      I drop it into the crocheted purse my mama made, then pull out my mini leatherette diary, a gift from June Ivymond, and my tiny pencil. When I’m bored, or a rhyme sneaks into my mind, I write in it. Most of my poems are sincere and heartfelt, and others sound more like songs or nursery rhymes, often set to the rhythm of Ring Around the Rosie or Lizzie Borden Took an Ax.

      Evelyn Prat’s insistent staring and mildew smell inspire today’s creation. I flip to a blank page and begin to write, the words unspooling in my mind like a piece of thread I can’t stop pulling.

      
        
        Miss Evelyn Prat in her mildew hat

        Sits in the pew like a puffed-up cat.

        She stares at me like I’ve grown a tail,

        Then picks at her teeth with a broken nail.

        She hums off-key and smells like mold,

        Her Bible’s warped and flecked with gold.

        I think if I blinked she’d vanish in air

        Or turn to a bug and crawl in my hair.

      

      

      I smile at my masterpiece, then tuck the notebook and pencil into my bag. This usually helps pass the time when I’m bored out of my skull.

      When church finally dismisses, the congregation spills behind the tall white building. The yard is mostly red dirt and patches of grass that gave up trying to grow, ringed by a handful of old oaks with roots that buckle the ground. The sun is lower but still mean, pressing down through the branches. Flies have already found the food before anyone’s fixed their plates, hovering over the deviled eggs like they were invited.

      Pots of food rest on makeshift tables made from old, splintered doors laid across wooden sawhorses. Chairs are nothing more than sawed logs scattered about the yard. As usual, the men sit first, plates heaped with fried chicken, buttered beans, and deviled eggs, while the women wait, hovering in the shade, whispering, not making their plates until the men have taken their fill.

      I can’t understand it. The men always eat first, sit first, laugh first, even go back for seconds while the women stand like ghosts, quiet and invisible. Then come the children. The women eat last, picking over what’s left like sparrows at a carcass.

      I watch Pastor Lewis shovel a forkful of mushy potatoes into his mouth while the men call him Ed and laugh as though he’s some kind of king. The women scurry around him like ants. And in that moment, I think: Being a girl means always being last. Means always being a man’s servant.

      I know this, not just from the men eating first, or the women waiting in the shade as if they don’t matter, but from watching my mama. The way her back bends without complaint. The way she stays quiet when the preacher cuts her off mid-sentence. She even thanks him when his words sting.

      My mama makes the best biscuits in the county and knows the name of every bird by its call. She hums when she hangs laundry and she always smells like whatever she’s been cooking. I don’t know why someone like that has to apologize to a man like Lewis for anything.

      I once overheard my mama crying after the pastor scolded her for asking questions during Bible study. Things he said weren’t fit for a woman to wonder about. She apologized to him for making trouble.

      That’s when I decided I didn’t want to be like my mama, or like the other women in church who smile and scrape up what’s left. I remember a story from school about a girl who refused to bow, even when the whole town said she should. They called it rebellion. I call it knowing better.

      The evening drags as people gather their empty pots and drift home. Only my mama, Miss Lucinda, two other women, and a pair of annoying children remain. Once my mama finally cuts me loose from helping, I lose the little knee-biters by promising hide-and-seek and sending them off to count while I slip away.

      I sneak back inside the church because I know the pestlings won’t dare follow. They’re not allowed in here. Neither am I. But that’s the fun of it: doing what you shouldn’t and not getting caught.

      The door is locked, but I know a trick. You stick your finger into the crack where the wood’s gone soft as bread around the latch, and push. The latch gives if you press hard enough.

      I sneak into the echoey room and zigzag from one pew to the next, moving toward the front. The air inside is stale and close, all that heat baked in since morning with nowhere to go. The plain glass windows have gone amber with the last of the light, and everything inside looks faintly on fire: the pews, the hymnals, the dust floating slow near the rafters. The whole room smells of old wood and something sour beneath it. The massive cross above the altar catches the last of the light, stretching its shadow down the aisle like a dark finger pointing at me.

      A sound stops me cold. A low, frantic grunting from behind the pulpit. I drop into a crouch when the noise shifts and sharpens, like an animal caught in a trap.

      I edge closer as I hold my breath. The sound changes, longer now, rasping, as if something were trying to swallow air and choke on it all at once.

      Against the little voice inside my head, I creep closer still, my ribs pressing against the edge of the pew.

      Then it stands. A deformed figure pulling up its trousers, zipping, fastening the belt with a practiced flick of the wrist.

      And I see him clearly now.

      Not an animal. Not exactly a monster. But something worse.

      Pastor Lewis.

      I freeze while my heart hammers like fists on a door. Outside, cicadas scream louder, or maybe it’s the screaming in my head warning me to stay perfectly still. I watch from under the pew as he slicks back his hair with one hand and straightens his tie with the other. He wipes the sweat off his cheeks with his filthy handkerchief, then smiles, just one corner of his mouth curling upward.

      He looks down behind the pulpit and says almost tenderly, “Such a pretty little thing. You keep this our secret, you hear? If you tell anyone, God might think you’re spreading gossip. He doesn’t like that, you know? People might call you a liar and ban you from church. And if you don’t come to church... well... people that don’t go to church, go to hell. But I’m not gonna let that happen if you keep our secret.”

      He wipes his mouth once more and tucks the handkerchief back into his pocket, then strolls down the aisle past me, still flattened beneath the pew.

      I clutch the wooden sheep in my fist and rub it until my fingers ache. The door creaks open, and streaks of light stretch through the pews like long arms reaching for me. I lie perfectly still, pressing myself into the floorboards.

      When I dare to turn my head toward the pulpit, I see what I hadn’t before: two bare legs, trembling, stretched out on the floor. At the end of them: a pair of pale blue shoes.

      I hurry down the aisle then slip through the church doors without looking back. Outside I stand on the steps and count the wooden planks until my legs stop shaking enough to carry me.

      I don’t yet know what I’ve witnessed. But something cold and crawling inside me knows it’s bad. Worse than bad. And in the back of my mind, Miss Lucinda’s voice whispers: “Don’t ever find yourself alone with Pastor Lewis.”
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      Kevan

      

      Nathan and I don’t mention Grace to Frannie again, at least not right away. We both know from experience that the dead don’t show up without reason. They come because they need something, or because we do.

      Neither of us has seen Dorothy, Grace, or Beth, Nathan’s sister, since the day we uncovered what really happened to Grace. They lingered only because we needed them, or they needed us. Once the truth was brought to light, and Nathan and I had each other to lean on, they faded.

      But now Grace is making herself known to Frannie. That sits wrong in my chest, the way it does when you see something moving toward someone you love and you’re still too far away to step in front of it.

      Why now? It’s a question neither of us says aloud, but I know we’re both turning it over like a rock we’re afraid to look beneath.

      As I prepare dinner and Frannie sits quietly at her small drawing table in the family room, Nathan stands at the sink, washing each dish as soon as I dirty it. The kitchen smells like butter and warm starch. Nathan kept the wide plank floors and the deep farmhouse sink when he renovated, let the old bones of the house show through where he could. The overhead light is warm against the evening pressing in at the windows.

      I let my eyes scan his backside from head to heels, admiring everything about him. The casual khaki shorts, the navy t-shirt stretched across his shoulders, his bare feet on the tile. He’s let his dark hair grow these last three years, now streaked with a little gray and hanging halfway down his back. The kind of hair women swoon over. He’s never been afraid of hard labor, and the perk is a long, lean body I never get tired of taking in.

      Some women marry for security. Others for status. I married for the view. And the fact that he makes me laugh. And the way he looks at me like I’m the only person in any room. The rest is just bonus.

      I pour the macaroni and cheese into a bowl, then reach around Nathan to dip the searing pot into the soapy water. Steam hisses up in a burst, and the sharp sizzle makes him flinch, the scent of scorched metal mingling with lemon soap.

      “Last pot,” I say, then lean back against the counter beside him. I’ve been holding the question all evening. Might as well let it loose. “Any thoughts on Frannie’s name drop earlier?”

      His eyebrows pinch together, not annoyed, just somewhere deep in thought. “I’m not sure what to make of it.” He pauses, looks at me, then past me. His mind has followed his gaze somewhere else entirely.

      “Have you heard her lately?” I ask. “Grace?”

      The question snaps his eyes back to mine. He shakes his head. “No. But the idea that Frannie is…” He trails off, rinsing the pot with more focus than it requires.

      “Do you think we should talk to her about it?”

      “Maybe. She didn’t seem freaked out.”

      I hold his gaze a moment longer, then call over my shoulder: “Frannie, dinner’s ready.”

      “Okay!” She bursts around the corner and, without a word, runs to the fridge to press her latest drawing against it, securing it with two magnets. Most of the fridge is already covered with her art. Her skills have emerged well beyond her age. My talent lies in capturing emotion through layers of image and texture, while Nathan’s shows itself in structure and symmetry. Frannie inherited something from both of us, and sometimes I’m genuinely stunned by the detail in what she creates.

      She flops into her usual chair as Nathan and I take ours across from her. We eat in the windowed nook off the kitchen rather than the formal dining room, which is cozier. During the day it fills with soft natural light, but now the windows hold only what’s left of it, the yard beyond going dim and gray. Nathan switched on the small lamp in the corner when he set the table. It throws a warm circle that doesn’t reach the glass.

      Sitting in the same seats became a habit after Frannie outgrew her high chair. And habits are like footprints. They form without you noticing, until one day you realize you’ve been following them all along. My father’s habits led him to a barstool every night. Mine lead me to check on Frannie three times before I can sleep.

      I pick up the bowl and dip some mac-and-cheese onto Frannie’s plate.

      “Mom, I can get it,” she fusses.

      “Sorry. I forget you’re eight years old.”

      “Almost nine.”

      “I think I’ll stick with eight for now. I don’t want you growing up any faster than you already are.” I give her a wink.

      Nathan and I wanted more kids, but it never happened. So we chose to see it in a positive light: the mold that made Frannie was perfect, and nothing could top it. Either that, or the universe decided one miracle was enough for people like me.

      We eat in comfortable silence, forks clinking, Frannie sliding macaroni onto each prong until it’s full before shoving the whole thing in her mouth. I glance toward the drawing she taped to the fridge. I haven’t studied it yet, but something about it feels different. It shows a single girl, unlike her usual drawings of the three of us together. And this girl doesn’t look like Frannie’s usual self-portraits. She’s taller. Older-looking. With long dark hair drawn in braids.

      Frannie convinced me to let her cut her own hair to her shoulders a couple months ago. This girl looks nothing like her.

      I wipe my mouth with a napkin and lean forward slightly. “What were you working on earlier?”

      Frannie shrugs. “Just a drawing.”

      “Of someone we know?”

      She doesn’t answer right away. Her focus stays on her plate as she builds another careful forkful.

      “Is the girl in the picture Grace?” I keep my voice light, curious. “The girl you saw earlier?”

      Frannie pauses, her hand hovering mid-air. “Yes.”

      “Was she… nice?”

      Frannie nods slowly, still not looking up. “She didn’t talk much. Mostly smiled. Like she knew me.”

      The hairs on my forearms lift, and it isn’t from cold. It’s from the word knew. I glance at Nathan. He’s chewing slower now, watching Frannie closely.

      “Frannie,” I say softly, “have you ever felt like you can see things other people can’t?” The words sound clinical, like I’m asking if she has allergies. But how else do you ask your eight-year-old if she’s inherited the family curse?

      Nathan’s eyes widen slightly, a look that says okay, we’re jumping straight to it.

      She looks up at me, blinking. “Like ghosts?”

      The casualness of her response catches me off guard. I look at Nathan, then back to her.

      “Well… yeah, I guess. Or maybe a feeling that something, or someone, is there just for you.”

      “Yeah.” She swings her legs under the table. “I dreamed about her before I saw her.”

      Nathan leans in. “Really? You dreamed about the girl in the drawing?”

      Frannie nods, still swinging her legs. The water in our glasses shivers with each kick.

      “What does she look like?” Nathan asks. His voice is carefully neutral, but I hear the tension underneath.

      “Like she does in my drawing.”

      “I figured that. I mean, can you describe what she looked like when you saw her today? Did she look the same as in your dream?”

      Frannie shoves the last piece of macaroni onto her fork and crams it in her mouth. She starts to speak, remembers the rule, and holds one hand in front of her mouth while raising her index finger.

      We wait.

      “I couldn’t really see her face in my dream, but she has dark hair like me and you, Dad. Only longer. And she’s way taller than me. Older too.”

      I glance at Nathan and catch his frown deepening. Something shifts in his expression, confusion sharpening into something else.

      His sister was blonde.

      “She’s bigger and older?” I repeat slowly. “Dark hair?”

      Nathan’s jaw tightens almost imperceptibly. I know what he’s thinking. Grace, his Grace, the sister he lost, had pale blonde hair that used to catch the sunlight like shimmering gold. This doesn’t match.

      Frannie nods, oblivious to the weight of what she’s just said. “Have you met her?”

      I hesitate. “I… I don’t think so.”

      That answer feels wrong even as I say it, hollow, like something important just slipped through without me catching it. If this isn’t Nathan’s Grace, then who is Frannie seeing?

      “She’s the one who pointed to the hole in the tree,” Frannie continues. “Where I found the little bird.”

      “Did she say why it was in the tree?”

      Frannie twirls her fork, then says quietly, “She said it used to be her hiding place. Before the house went away.”

      My breath catches. Nathan stiffens beside me.

      “What house, sweetheart?” I manage.

      Frannie points out the window, toward the far edge of the property, past the pond, past the grove of oaks, toward the clearing we’ve rarely explored. Not in a long time anyway.

      “Back there. Next to the lonely tree.”

      Nathan and I both look, but the yard has gone dark enough that the pond is only a suggestion of flat silver, and beyond it the oaks are just shapes against the sky. The lone tree is no longer visible.

      Nathan and I exchange a look over Frannie’s head. The kind of look that says we both know where this is heading, and neither of us wants to go there. But we will. Because that’s what you do when the dead start talking to your daughter.
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      Grace

      Summer 1955

      

      The squeals of the visitors that show up every thirteen years make my nerves buzz to match their frenzy. Mama says she was carrying me in her belly the last time they came, which is why I don’t remember. She says they only come that often because nobody—not even a guinea hen—could stand them for longer.

      Cicadas, back from the dirt like something dug up and resurrected. The trees vibrate with their shrill, otherworldly cries as June heat beads my scalp, making it feel like tiny insects are crawling across my skin, forcing me to scratch like I’m infested with lice.

      When I was seven, I had to wear a patch on one eye because the other was too lazy to do its job. The doctor said it was the only way to fix it. I didn’t know my eyes could decide to separate from one another and do their own thing. One could behave like a drifting balloon with no string, while the other stayed anchored tight, straining to do the job of two. Mama said it was karma paying me back.

      Karma doesn’t forget, Gracie. She would say.

      I think this happened to me because I tricked my little brother into eating a fly. He had followed on my heels all day, being an annoying gerbil, so I smushed a fly, wrapped it in a small piece of bread and tricked him into a game of, open your mouth and close your eyes, I’ve got a sweet surprise, then stuffed it in his mouth. I’d dipped it in honey first, at least, so surely that wouldn’t make karma too mad.

      I no longer have to wear the patch. Apparently forcing the rebellious eye to stay in the dark made it behave again. I often wonder if my good eye will decide to get revenge one day for being forced to do all the work for so long.

      Mama’s tried similar punishment, but it doesn’t always work. My eyes are perfect angels now, and the patch is gone; however, my rebellious side remains—always in the right place at the wrong time, or the other way around.

      Mama says I’m supposed to act like a lady. Her words are, girls should be made of sugar and silence, neither of which I have in stock.

      Lucinda says I’m not rebellious—I’m just curious. I like her description better.

      Miss Lucinda Bell is actually Mrs., but everyone calls her Miss. Maybe because she’s too independent for her own good, or maybe because ‘Miss’ sounds softer than what they really think. Some folks hint she’s a witch. Others say she’s just young and wise beyond her years. Probably true since she’s only in her twenties.

      All I know is, she’s beautiful and smart, and everything I hope to be when I grow up.

      Lucinda isn’t my mama, but sometimes I wish she was. Not because Mama doesn’t take care of me, but because Lucinda listens in a way that makes me feel like I’m not always doing something wrong just by being who I am.

      She don’t look like most of the women around here, and folks don’t let that go unnoticed. Mama once said Lucinda’s mama was colored and her daddy was white, said it low like it was a bad thing. I never understood why that should matter, not when Lucinda carries herself better than anyone I know.

      She married Mr. Bell, who’s white and a bit older. He doesn’t seem to mind a bit. He looks at her like she hung the moon, even when others don’t look at her at all, or look too long in a way that makes my skin itch.

      Lucinda says people will always find something to whisper about if they don’t have anything better to do. Says it’s best to let them talk until they wear themselves out.

      I think that’s why nothing much seems to shake her. Not even the things that would make someone else cringe.

      She’s nothing like my mama. I don’t think I can tell my mama anything, because she always manages to turn it into a religious sermon. Everything I say or do is sinful in her eyes, and something I should pray about, especially if I have bad thoughts.

      If I actually did that, I’d have to pray from the time I wake up until the time I lay down… and probably in my sleep, too. My dreams would definitely be sinful in my mother’s eyes.

      Lucinda and her husband live in the house on the other side of the plantation. Massive oak trees sit like tired giants scattered across the fields between our houses, as if God plucked them from heaven and just dropped them. Lucinda works outdoors while Mama mostly stays inside. You can tell—Lucinda’s skin is the color of molasses-heavy tea and Mama is as pale as a china teacup that never gets used.

      Both women work for Ezra and June Ivymond, and sometimes for Pastor Lewis. He lives in the second-biggest house on the plantation, while Ezra and June stay in the big house. Pastor Edward Lewis—or just Edward, as the Ivymonds call him—has only been back a few months. Supposedly, he hadn’t been allowed to live on the plantation since he was nineteen, after folks said he was nothing but a gamblin’, whorin’ drunk.

      The Ivymonds let him return when he claimed the Holy Spirit had changed him. They called it a trial basis, and now everyone seems convinced he’s been washed clean.

      But I still think he’s a wolf in sheep’s clothing, just like the one my teacher read about from the big book of fables.

      “Gracie,” Mama calls from the back door of our small servant’s house. “Did you go to the east barn and gather the eggs?”

      I dangle from the low oak branch, knees hooked, my dress fluttering toward my face like a pair of wings folding shut. Definitely not how a lady should act, Mama would say. From up here I can see clear across to the Ivymonds’ big house, white as a new shirt and twice as proud. The fields stretch out in between, dry and gold in the June heat, shimmering in a way that makes them look like they’re breathing. The oak grove curves behind our house like a crooked arm.

      I raise quickly and grab the branch with both hands, then jump down before she sees me exposing my bloomers to the world. I’d forgotten to do what she told me over an hour ago. Without answering, I take off toward the barn, nestled just beyond the curve of the oak grove behind our house. I forget the egg basket too, so I gather the hem of my dress, folding it into a makeshift bowl. One by one, I begin placing the eggs inside. The barn is dark and close even with the door propped open. It smells like dry hay and chicken mess and something else, sweet and rotten at the same time. Thin slats of light cut through the boards and stripe the floor in gold. Outside, the cicadas are screaming so loud it’s like the heat itself has a voice.

      My stomach lurches when my fingers close around an egg caked in black chunks. It’s only dirt, I tell myself. Just dirt, as I fight back the urge to gag.

      As I reach in to grab the last egg, which has rolled into a crack, a man’s deep voice startles me. I jump, and two eggs slip from my dress and burst on the ground. They splatter, their yolks a ball of slime running down my shins.

      “You know, a basket would work better for carrying eggs.”

      I recognize the voice and freeze, not wanting to turn around for fear of showing too much of my legs to Pastor Lewis. Images flash in my mind of the two legs trembling behind the pulpit after church just a few days ago.

      “I know,” is all I say.

      “Why don’t you turn around and let me see that pretty face of yours?”

      My mind scrambles like a colony of ants searching for brave words. “I made a mess,” is all I can muster.

      “Oh, a little mess never bothered me.”

      My fists clench tighter, then I back toward the barn door, keeping my back to Lewis as I say, “I have to get these to Mama so she can get them to the main house.”

      “Here, let me help you.”

      I hear his boots scuff closer. “No, I got it,” I blurt, then bolt, darting past him and out the door. Another egg slips from my pouch and bursts just outside, but I don’t stop running. Not even when more yolk slides down my legs and glues grass to my skin. I don’t stop until I reach the house.

      “Grace. Why didn’t you use the egg basket? Look at your dress and legs.” Mama barks.

      Out of breath, I say, “I forgot.”

      “You’ve got to start payin’ attention. That head of yours stays detached from your body most of the time,” Mama scolds, gathering the eggs with a speed and grace that would’ve left me cracking half of them. “I swear, you must’ve lost your mind somewhere along the way and a pile of rocks rolled in to take its place.”

      I frown at her insinuation that I’m dumb as a box of rocks.That’s her favorite saying lately—usually about men, but she’ll use it on me too when I’m not paying attention.

      “Go out back and fetch water from the rain barrel and wash off your feet and legs. Then take off that dress and put it in some water. It’s not laundry day, so you wash it yourself.”

      I huff and attempt to stomp through the house.

      “Don’t you dare. You march your tail around.”

      I huff again but do as I’m told. I hate being a kid. I want to grow up so nobody can tell me what to do anymore.

      The rain barrel waits against the house, full of murky water. The yard has gone dusky, and the first lightning bugs blink low in the grass near the tree line. The oak grove has gone dark enough that the trees seem like one long shadow, except for the one lone oak at the edge of the field, which always looks like it’s standing apart from the rest on purpose.

      I dip the bucket, sloshing water as I fill it halfway, then set it down with a hollow thud. Tucking my dress up high, I dip one foot into the water and hiss at the cold bite. I swish and shake it off, then wash the other foot. Humming under my breath, “Lollipop, lollipop, oh lolli-lolli-lolli,” I set my clean feet on the flattened grass.

      That’s when something shifts in my peripheral vision.

      My head snaps toward the tall oak that looms just across the yard. At first it’s just the tree, hen I see it. An eye. Just one, peeking from behind the trunk. Watching. Then it’s gone. Quick as a blink.

      I drop my dress and stare until my eyes sting. But there’s nothing there.

      “It’s your wild imagination,” Miss Lucinda always says. I want to believe her.

      I stare a little longer, then bolt into the house to change. Moments later, I’m back outside, my gaze still locked on the tree as I dunk my soiled dress into the bucket again and again. Water sloshes, getting my feet and legs wet again, but I don’t look away.

      The sun begins to slide behind the cluster of oaks, and lightning bugs dance under the canopy. Once I’ve finished scrubbing and hanging my dress on the line, I wait for Mama’s back to turn, then race across the field toward Miss Lucinda’s house.

      I need to hear what Lucinda has to say about the one eye behind the tree. About that, and about the barn, and about a lot of things.
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      Nathan

      
      When Kevan and I moved into Ivymond’s main house, it was two years before I cleaned out the house my mother moved me into as a boy. The house that Dorothy always called the East house. I couldn’t bring myself to part with anything. I felt that if I kept it exactly the way it was, I could keep a piece of my mother as well. With Kevan’s help and guidance, we finally cleaned it out together. Donated everything. The last thing we cleared out was her kitchen. I don’t know why that one was the hardest.

      Soon after, we had a fence built around it, an entrance put in from the back of the property, and rented to a family of four. My mother would have wanted it that way, and Dorothy would like the fact that we kept it, but also made sure it was put to good use and kept separate from the rest of the plantation.

      I still visit my mother and sister’s graves often. Not once a week like before, but at least once a month.

      I’m still thinking about my sister when I pull into the visitor’s spot at Bitterton Elementary. Same school Gracie went to before she disappeared.

      The place looks exactly the same.

      Same dull beige brick, patched in spots, rain-darkened along the window ledges the way buildings get when they’ve been standing long enough to stop apologizing for it. The kind of building that never got updated because the budget never stretched that far. Or because nobody thought it needed to be.

      The front doors have the same shade of blue paint with the same clunky metal handles that always stuck if you didn’t yank hard enough. I half expect to see Gracie’s face pressed against the glass, waving like she used to when Mom picked her up. She never walked anywhere, always sprinted, even inside. She stayed in trouble for it.

      The playground’s still tucked behind the cafeteria, where she used to beg me to push her on the swings until my arms gave out. They tore down the old jungle gym, though. Probably too many lawsuits waiting to happen. I stare at the spot where it stood, half-expecting to hear her shriek with laughter as she jumped from the top rung. Gracie was always fearless.

      The place hasn’t changed. But all the people are gone. Now I stand in front of the school doors as a parent, waiting to be buzzed in. Last time I stood at these doors, I was somebody’s older brother. Now I’m somebody’s dad.

      I pull my unruly hair back into a ponytail, then tuck the back of my T-shirt into my belted jeans. Still wearing my work boots, I didn’t have time to change, and after Frannie’s field trip, I have to return to the construction site of the new library I designed.

      With Kevan teaching today, I promised Frannie I’d chaperone her class’s annual nursing home visit. Each year the school performs a play for the residents of Briarwood, and this year Frannie’s third-grade class is part of it. It’s a tradition that’s been going on since before my sister went here.

      Gracie participated in the same field trip during her second-grade year, and our mother forced me to miss school to watch. Back then, I thought it was corny. But I remember how the residents’ faces lit up like it was Christmas morning. I remember their gnarled hands attempting to clap, grins wrinkling their faces even more than they already were. Now that I’m older, and a parent, I get it.

      I stand inside the entrance as Frannie’s class walks down the hallway in a single line, heads dipping to search for their parent or guardian. At the front of the line is the substitute teacher Frannie’s been going on about. The one she calls her “superhero.”

      I can see why.

      Not the typical substitute. Most subs I remember were tired, maybe already retired school teachers still not able to retire fully yet. This guy looks like he bench-presses Volkswagens for fun. But what catches me off guard isn’t his size or his presence. It’s his eyes.

      Dark. Almost black. And something about them feels familiar in a way I can’t place. Not his face—I’d remember that. But the eyes themselves. The shape of them. The way they tilt slightly at the corners. Like I’ve seen them looking back at me before, in a different face.

      Frannie spots me and her face splits into a grin. She breaks formation just long enough to tug the substitute’s sleeve and point at me. He looks up, meets my gaze, and gives a polite nod. There’s warmth in it, but also something else. A steadiness. Like he’s used to being studied.

      “That’s Mr. Holloway,” Frannie whispers loudly as she reaches me. “Isn’t he cool?”

      “Very cool,” I agree, still watching him. He’s moved on, guiding the line toward the buses, but I can’t shake the feeling that I’ve seen those eyes before.

      I’ve got a good memory for faces. Comes with the job. But I can’t place him. It’s like trying to remember someone from a dream. You know you’ve seen them, but the details won’t come.

      I shake it off. Probably just one of those faces.

      Two third-grade classes and one second-grade group pile onto the big yellow school bus. Once it pulls away, I follow in my truck. The bus belches diesel as it clears the lot. I crack my window and follow the smell of it down Mercer Road. Frannie’s in the very back, face pressed against the dirty rear window, cheeks puffed out, eyes crossed, mid-explosion. I make faces back at her until the bus turns and I lose her.

      Briarwood sits back from the road behind a row of crepe myrtles someone planted years ago with good intentions. The building is low and long, institutional brick dressed up with yellow awnings that have faded to something closer to tan. A concrete path cuts through a strip of mulched beds. A few pansies, wilting. The kind of place that works hard to not look like what it is.

      The smell hits you the second you walk in, and it prompts some of the kids hold their nose. The room is low-ceilinged and wide, fluorescent panels humming overhead. Speckled linoleum that never quite looks clean no matter what they do to it. Folding tables shoved against the walls to clear a space at the far end that passes for a stage.

      Residents are gathered in the central cafeteria, those able to leave their beds. At the teachers’ direction, the students are ushered to the far end of the room, where tables, chairs, and wheelchairs scatter about, filled with smiling faces. Some not smiling. Some sleeping, heads hanging forward or tilted back against C-shaped pillows.

      The students perform a twist on The Three Little Pigs—told from the wolf’s perspective, casting him as the misunderstood hero. The residents love it. When they finish, I watch the audience: grins shifting faces into countless lines, like happy road maps created by time. Frail hands perform soft applause. For a moment, the decades between performers and audience dissolve.
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