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  Chapter One


We don’t drive by any monsters on the way to my grandmother’s house. Brambles and other undergrowth encroach on the long dirt driveway that winds between the trees, growing thicker and wilder than they had when I’d last set foot here, seven years ago. 
But there are no monsters in the woods.
“What?” my rideshare driver asks from the front seat. I didn’t realize I’d spoken those words out loud. 
“Nothing important, sorry,” I say. The mantra is not something I’m eager to explain, or could if I wanted to. I don’t remember when I started using those words to comfort myself, or why they were the ones I chose.
Eventually the woods give way just enough to form a freshly-cut yard encircling a two-story brick house, but the once-loved vegetable garden and flowerbeds that run along the side of the house now sit unweeded. The dirt drive loops around in front of the porch, where an old tan Ford truck sits. Ribbons of ivy make slow but unimpeded progress up the brick walls. 
When I lived here, Grandma was industrious about keeping her property tidy. The stark change gives me an uneasy feeling in the pit of my stomach. Grandma sounded so dismissive on the phone, I wanted to believe her doctor really was overreacting by suggesting I move back here.
My last memory of this place is staring out the rear window of Grandma’s truck at fourteen, watching the only home I’d ever had vanish as we round the first bend. From there it was boarding school, a few semesters in a college dorm, and then a tiny apartment I shared with three other people. Even during school holidays and between semesters, Grandma never wanted me to come back and gifted me excuses on semester breaks and holidays: the water was out, the house was being fumigated, she had the flu.
The bouncing ride down the driveway comes to an end as we pull up in front of the house. My driver helps me get my suitcase out of the trunk and swiftly drives off, probably annoyed he had to drive this far out of town. I don’t have a lot of cash left, but I give him what I hope is a good enough tip for the inconvenience, waving halfheartedly as he turns and disappears back down the drive. 
I don’t go inside right away. The sight of Grandma’s front door only amplifies the mucky feeling in my gut. Instead I stand in the drive until the sound of the engine fades and I’m left alone with the trees. A breeze gently rustles the branches overhead; the birds, bugs, and other tiny animals call out to their own in the late-May frenzy of activity.
They should be comforting—the sounds and sights of my childhood; the very woods I grew up playing in. But they’re not. Something unpleasant slides around in my brain and I can’t quite grasp onto it. I force myself to stare until my eyes water, studying every gap in the branches, honing in on every sound, to try and figure out what it is that’s bothering me. But there’s nothing strange at all. 
“There are no monsters in the woods,” I whisper to myself. Satisfied as if I’ve won a dare, I relent and drag my luggage up the porch steps. The possessions I deemed worth keeping fit into a single suitcase and backpack.
I don’t have a key, so I knock on the door and wait. The porch holds a few weedy flowerpots and a porch swing. A large orange cat sits near the far edge of the porch, watching me with yellow eyes. I wonder when Grandma got a cat. We’d never had pets when I was growing up.
“Here, kitty,” I say, crouching down and putting out my hand. It jumps up, twitches its tail, and darts around the side of the house and out of sight. 
“Alright, then,” I mutter. While I’m still crouched down on the porch, something moving beneath the warped planks catches my eye. The shape darts under me and to the stairs; I whirl as it emerges from a gap between the steps. It’s a tiny man less than a foot tall, with giant, pointed furry ears and wide, round eyes. His clothes look made of patchwork animal skins.
“Young Miss, you came back!” he squeaks excitedly in a high-pitched voice. The creature smiles widely up at me, displaying a mouth full of tiny, sharp teeth.
This isn’t happening. Averting my eyes and without speaking a word, I straighten up, stare at the door, and ignore the creature completely. I’ve barely arrived and it’s already starting. I had countless imaginary friends growing up, well past the point believing in them was appropriate. I didn’t realize how weird it was until I went to boarding school and none of the other kids had similar stories. But they’re not real, I understand that now. Even if I see and hear them, I’m not crazy if I don’t talk back. There are no monsters in the woods.
“Young Miss? Can you hear me? Can you see me? Has your Sight gone away again?” the creature says, ears drooping and eyes growing large and sad. It makes me feel terrible and I immediately want to turn around and talk to him, but I force myself not to. It will go away. It has to go away. Adults don’t have imaginary friends. There are no monsters in the woods.
The doorknob turns before I can knock more insistently. Grandma opens the door and glowers at me from behind thick glasses. The last time I saw her, her hair still had streaks of brown, but now gray has taken over. She wears a handmade patchwork quilted skirt and an old denim work jacket and leans on an old-fashioned wooden cane, hands shaking slightly. She never used to shake.
“The door was unlocked,” she says. Her sharp, vaguely accusatory tone sends me directly back to my childhood. We sometimes talked on the phone while I was away, but only enough for her to make sure I was still alive.
“Sorry. Not used to people leaving their doors unlocked,” I say.
“Right,” she says. “City life. Tamsin, if someone came all the way out here just to rob me, a deadbolt isn’t going to stop them.” She moves aside to let me in. 
“Did you get a cat?” I ask, looking for something light to talk about. Grandma looks at me strangely.
“Did you forget? That old thing’s been around at least fifteen years.”
“Oh,” I say. After she reminds me, I vaguely recall seeing the cat around years ago—flashes of an orange streak between the trees—or maybe that’s just my brain trying to fill in blanks I’m supposed to remember. The cat looks healthy for being so old.
“It have a name?” I ask.
“I usually just call her, ‘hey, you’ but her official name is Tansy.”
“Is that from the same hippie baby name book you got my name?” I ask. Grandma snorts.
“It's a flower. When I went to school, there was always at least one other girl in my classes with the name ‘Mary.’ I decided that won’t happen to anything I have a hand in naming,” she says. “Anyway, the cat comes and goes. I leave food out for her, but I suppose you should be doing that now. I’m not supposed to be bending over. My doctor will probably also be wanting you to chew my food and clean my behind."
“I can leave after a few weeks if you don’t want me here, assuming you don’t fall again,” I say. I realize immediately I shouldn't have said the last part, even if it was true. Grandma harrumphs and heads back into the house, leaving me to shut the door and resist the instinct to lock it. “And I’m sorry I haven’t visited. I should have.” It's a meaningless statement. We both must know why I eventually stopped asking. 
Grandma just shrugs, as if brushing my comments off. She hobbles determinedly back to her armchair in the living room and eases herself into it before it occurs to me to offer to help her, or if that's even what I’m supposed to do. I feel bad that the only person she can turn to for help is me. 
I follow her into the living room and stand behind the tartan couch, resting my arms on the back. The thought of sitting feels like a violation of a space that isn’t mine. Something about being in the house makes the back of my neck prickle. I don’t feel welcome here.
“Well, how are you?” Grandma asks after an awkward silence. There are multiple levels to that question.
“Good,” I say, mulling over how much I want to tell her. “I’ve been good. Normal. Nothing much to report. I’ve been off meds since I graduated high school and I’ve been doing well without them.” Grandma nods, though seems preoccupied.
“You still tell people about your ‘friends’?’” she asks.
“No. I know that’s all stupid,” I say.
“Good to hear you’ve finally outgrown that phase.”
“How are you?” I venture. She scowls at me.
“Fine,” she says, “Dr. Gupta was being paranoid, begging me to call you.”
“Well, he thinks it would be a good idea for me to help out at least until your bruise heals up. After that, he says we can talk about all our options.” I try to sound light, but Grandma’s scowl deepens. I think we both know this won’t just be for the summer. Grandma, Dr. Gupta, and I had a brief conference call before I left Boston. He said the weakness, the risk of falling, they would only get worse. I want to ask the burning question: how long does she have? Is it measured in years, months? That was something we didn’t discuss. But before I can figure out how to broach the subject, Grandma speaks.
“You didn’t have to pause your life to come back here. Don’t tell me you didn’t have a job, friends, a boyfriend. A bunch of things you shouldn’t have given up just to come babysit me,” she says.
“I didn’t have anything I couldn’t walk away from for a while.” A retail job, no close friends, no romantic attachments.
“That’s why you should have stayed in school. Then you could send me to a nice old people’s home to die in and you wouldn’t have had to bother yourself coming back here,” she says.
“College degrees are a lot of money and they don’t even mean good jobs anymore,” I say, waving my hand dismissively. Not that that was the reason. I had no idea what I even wanted to study and flunked most of the classes I signed up for.
“I’m sure it means better jobs than dropping out,” she says pointedly. “Employers are going to see that and think you don’t have drive. And how do you not have friends? With all the people at that boarding school, college, and the city? Were you even trying?” Her tone is grating.
“I didn’t really meet anyone I clicked with.” Because I didn’t try. She’s right.
“And you’re a smart, pretty girl. You could have a boyfriend if you wanted one. Or do you have a girlfriend? That would also be fine.”
“Grandma, please. I didn’t connect with anyone. That’s not a crime,” I say. Her face softens, and she looks sad. “I went out,” I continue, just to reassure her. “I went out and talked to people. I didn’t just sit in my room. I did things. You don’t have to worry about that.” I did things sometimes. But most of my free time was spent alone.
“Is that what all your clothes look like now?” she asks, gesturing to what I’m wearing—a baggy T-shirt, very ripped jeans, and slip-on flats.
“I guess this is what happens when I don’t have you to dress me,” I say. As a child, she decked me out in dresses and floral prints. Even playing in the woods I’d be dressed like a proper little lady. But as I grew, I shied away from wearing anything that would draw attention or make a statement. The older I got, the more I wanted to disappear. I don’t want to tell her another reason I dress like this is that I can’t afford anything nicer. She’d bring that right back to not going to college.
“I hope you at least own a nice dress for job interviews,” Grandma says. “Do you ever wear makeup?” she asks, studying my face. “That could help make you look more professional.”
“It would if everything I’ve ever tried didn’t make me break out,” I say. 
“Why didn’t you let your hair grow out? It’s so pretty.” My hair is just long enough to tie back, and it now sits messily at the nape of my neck, which is as long as it’s been since I graduated high school.
“Long hair is a pain in the ass.” 
“I know you didn’t learn words like that in my house,” Grandma says.
“No, just from every other kid at school. I’ve heard worse. Your house looks very nice.” I say. It does, though the main point of bringing it up was to end the interrogation on my life choices. The living room has hand-quilted pillows and blankets piled on every soft surface, and the mantle over the fireplace has a row of framed photographs and a ceramic figurine of an elephant I bought her for Christmas years ago. She has my mother’s baby photo, my mother’s high school graduation photo, sepia toned photos of her parents, and a line of my own baby-to-graduation photos. 
It was always shocking to see how little I looked like both my mother and grandma. Side by side on the mantle, my mother and I smile at the camera in our respective high-school graduation photos. My mother had dark hair that framed a strong face with a square jaw and dark, piercing eyes. My face is angular and my chin narrow and pointy, and my blond hair and watery gray eyes both light-colored in comparison as if the photo had been left out in the sun. Maybe I took after my father in terms of looks, but I wouldn’t know because I’ve never met him. Questions about his identity were always met with a shrug from Grandma. Whoever he was, my mother—Skye—was the only one who had that information.
In every one of my mother’s photos, she looks ready to take on the world; I look drawn and sickly. I’ve always wished I could command the same energy she did, even just for a day, or a photograph.
“I don’t suppose you heard anything from her,” I say.
“Not in twenty years, Tamsin. I suppose I’d be notified if she died, so I assume she’s somewhere. But no, nothing.”
“I guess that’s not a surprise.” My heart falls, anyway. I don’t know why I expected anything different. I have no memories of my mother. Just the photographs.
“I left your room the way it was,” Grandma says. “It might be a bit dusty up there, though. I haven’t had time to get upstairs to clean.” Grandma’s retired, but I let the lie go because I don’t want to think about her struggling and failing to get up the stairs.
“I’ve been cleaning on my own for years, now. I got it.”
“And I suppose you’ll need to go to town and get groceries and other things when I need them. You can use the truck. And just so you know, I won’t need your help in the bathroom,” she sniffs. “I’m not that helpless.” Even if she did need help, I don’t think she’d admit it to anyone. I hope she’s right.
“Do you want me to go shopping today?” I ask.
“We have plenty of food right now. I’ll bake some chicken breasts for dinner tonight,” she says.
“I can do that if you want.” 
“No,” she says firmly. “I’ve been cooking for more than fifty years. I don’t need your help.”
“I didn’t mean to offend you,” I say. She grunts in response. With that, she picks up a book from the side table next to her chair and opens it, signaling an end to the conversation. For a moment, I just watch her, looking for tremors in her hands as she turns a page. This is how it was for so much of my childhood. Grandma took care of me, fed me, clothed me, made sure I did my homework, but always at a distance, it seemed.
“What?” she asks, catching me staring and glaring at me from over the rim of her glasses.
“Nothing. Sorry,” I say. “I’m going to unpack.”
I lug my suitcase up the stairs and down the hall to my old room, the room I was born in. The February twenty-second of twenty-one years ago bore witness to one of the worst snowstorms in recent memory, and my mother, who was living with Grandma at the time, couldn’t make it to a hospital. Grandma was a nurse, luckily for us. It wasn’t an event Grandma ever went into detail about.
My old bedroom has a twin-sized bed covered in a white bedspread adorned with curling blue flowers. A burgundy blanket knitted by Grandma lays over the foot of the bed, while the head is overloaded with more pillows than anyone could ever need. Grandma often recycled her old clothes into quilted projects. The wooden bed frame was my mother’s from when she was a child; the frame has a collection of gouges on the side closest to the wall that I suspect she carved. The side of the dresser features a pen drawing of a poorly proportioned dog with immense fangs. I don’t remember if it’s hers or mine.
I put my suitcase on the floor and sit on the bed. There’s a large window that would frame a beautiful view of the backyard if it wasn’t instead dominated by a giant oak tree growing right next to the house. Grandma doesn’t have a fence, and the backyard itself seems to have steadily been eroded away by nature, now down to the shed and a small patch of grass.
I lay down on the bed and look at the ceiling, where a few glow-in-the-dark star stickers remain to remind me that this used to be a child’s room. Looking at them triggers a flash of memory: Grandma standing on the bed to affix stars to the ceiling while I sat exhausted in the middle of the floor, away from any shadows. Right, I used to have nightmares. My old night light is still plugged into the wall by the door. It’s shaped like a whale.
My roots are here, but I don't feel at home the way I should. My grandfather bought this house and built it up from the tiny brick cottage it once was, with his own hands adding more to the first floor, an entire second floor, and and attic. Even though part of him is in every brick and board of this house, he passed before I ever got the chance to meet him. I want to feel like this place gives me a connection to my family; I want to feel comfortable here, safe. But I don’t. Laying here in the bed, I start to fill with nervous energy. I take several deep, slow breaths, trying to empty my mind, to think of nothing instead of whatever it is that’s nagging at the back of my mind, except I can't place the feeling of general unease being here gives me.
As I lay on the bed, I get the sudden sense I’m not alone. When I open my eyes, everything in the room looks washed out and gray. Even the stars on the ceiling, which should glow in the dark, are muted and dull. 
My sense is correct. There’s someone else here: a tall figure facing away from me, examining the vandalized dresser. They’re dark, almost appearing as if merely a silhouette.
“Grandma?” I say, sitting up. Maybe she just looks tall because of the shadows, though I don’t know what she would be doing in here. As I fumble blearily for the bedside lamp and switch it on, the figure turns around, and the sudden light—though strangely dulled—momentarily reflects off the figure’s eyes and makes them shine like a cat’s. In the light, this person is clearly not Grandma—the comparison is laughable. The man now looming above my bed is well over six feet tall. Black hair falls well past his shoulders, and his eyes glow a sickly shade of yellow in the gloom. He’s dressed in a long fancy robe like he’s on his way to a Renaissance faire, which is the final straw that launches the vision from terrifying to simply absurd. I can’t help but let out a strangled laugh.
The man does not seem amused. “Who are you?” His voice is quiet and smooth, but there’s an unsettling edge to it. Something about him makes the back of my brain prickle.
“Tamsin? Mary’s granddaughter? I’m staying with her?” Did Grandma forget to tell me there’s a guy staying with her? Where could he have come from if he wasn’t already here? I’m nervous and confused, but then I wonder why. Even if he isn’t trespassing in the house, he is trespassing in my room. “This is my room. You see a closed door and you just walk in? Get out,” I demand.
“You’re very mouthy for a figment,” he says, almost to himself. “But I have enough of my mind at the moment to know that this is my dream, not yours. I don't know which unfortunate brain dreamed up this hovel, but I know it's not mine; I know this isn't real. It can't hold me forever.” He takes a step forward, cutting the distance between us in half; the light from the lamp better catches his face, it’s eerily perfect, blemish-free, and perfectly symmetrical.  
I want to scream, but the only person who would hear me is Grandma, and it would accomplish nothing but putting her at risk. I came here to take care of her. I don’t want to risk him hurting her. Though, now that I’ve had a moment to think, his presence makes no logical sense. He didn’t come from anywhere, he just appeared, talking nonsense.
“Oh. I get it. You’re the figment. This is one of those imaginary friend things I do,” I say. “Which means I've already messed up. I told myself I would just not talk to any of you. You’re going to just go away. Now.” But he’s still here. And I’m pretty sure telling them to go away never worked.
“You will not trick me, creature.” He takes a step closer so he stands next to the bed, forcing me to crane my head up to see his face, which suddenly looks thoughtful, almost uncertain. “You look so familiar, and yet …” he reaches out toward my face. I scream and cover my ears and eyes, falling back on the bed.
“It’s not real it’s not real it’s not real it’s not real—”
“Tamsin? What happened?” Grandma calls from downstairs. I open my eyes; the lights are back to normal and the man is gone. I’m alone in my room. There are no monsters here. It was nothing.
It was nothing.
Please be nothing.
“I’m fine!” I call back. At school and in the city, there were no people only I could see. No imaginary friends telling me stories and getting me in trouble. I’d thought that meant I’d grown out of the phase, but it appears not. Grandma would be furious if she found out I’m talking to myself. But she doesn’t have to know. I’m not a kid anymore. I know what’s real, and I know what I just have to ignore.
Except I thought that man was real, for long enough that I would have looked insane if anyone else was in the room. I can remember every detail of that man’s face—the high cheekbones sharpened by the shadows cast by the dim light; the creepily flawless, blemish-free skin. Something about him was familiar. I remember hearing something about how faces in your dreams all come from your memories, so I wonder if I’ve seen him somewhere before. Maybe in a TV show. I’ll have to make sure my night light is working before I go to bed tonight.
“No monsters,” I whisper, taking a deep breath and bracing myself to face Grandma.
I slink back downstairs and Grandma is waiting at the foot of the stairs, leaning on her cane. She looks relieved when she sees me.
“What happened?” she asks. 
“I laid down, but I had a bad dream or something,” I say.
“Or something?” 
“Must’ve been a bad dream,” I correct.
“That didn’t take long,” she sighs. “Were they bad when you were at school, or in Boston?” She stares hard at me. 
“No, I didn’t really have them then. I actually forgot all about how bad I slept when I lived here until I saw my room again,” I say. Grandma tried to give me all sorts of teas and natural supplements to help me sleep. None of them worked. There were many nights I didn’t sleep, instead going downstairs and watching TV until the sun came up. Sometimes Grandma would still be up, and we would sit together and pass the night in silence.
“Do ... you need to talk about it?” she asks. I can tell by her apprehension she doesn’t actually want to hear it.
“It was just a dream. I’ll be fine,” I say.
“Well, let me know if you want to talk to someone. Dr. Webster still has a practice here,” she says. My therapist from the time I was about seven to when I moved.
“I’ll keep that in mind,” I say. But neither of us have the kind of money for me to see a therapist. I don’t even want to know how Grandma afforded it back then.
“You could move into the other bedroom if you think that would help.”
“I think I just need to get used to being back,” I say. Besides, if things are still the same as when I left, the other bedroom is mostly storage. It probably doesn’t even have a bed in it, and Grandma and I can’t move the bed in there ourselves. But most importantly, it would be losing to something that doesn't even exist.
We don’t talk while Grandma is cooking; I’m too preoccupied with my own thoughts to start a conversation, but I snap back to attention at every clattering pan or utensil, worried that she dropped it or hurt herself. If she knew I had those thoughts, she’d stab me with her cooking knife. She’d probably also stab me if I offered to help one more time, so I stay quiet. I try to play on my phone only to find that the signal here’s awful. Thankfully, Grandma does let me help her bring the plates and serving dishes to the table. We eat in silence until I get the nerve to ask a question I’ve been wondering.
“Why have you decided to stay?” I ask. “You could probably get a decent price for the land, and you could move somewhere closer to civilization.”
“This is my house, and I intend to die in it,” she says. “And not,” she adds, “in a nursing home. Besides, I never wanted to live near civilization. That was the point of coming out here in the first place.” The hand holding her fork twitches, and rice flies all over the table. I jump up, and she waves me off with her other hand.
“I can clean up my own damn messes,” she snaps, grabbing her napkin. I sit back down.
“I would have come sooner, if you had told me,” I say.
“I didn’t want to bother you. I figured you didn’t have the time to come moon over me since you can barely come up with time to call.”
“It’s not like you called me that often in the last seven years either,” I retort. 
“I didn’t want to bother you!” she snaps.
“Well, I would have wanted to be bothered about this.” I take a sip of iced tea. “How bad did the doctor say it was?” I ask.
“Just that I might need someone around for a little while. He said it can be tricky. It could come or go with no warning. And no paid help would want to drive all the way down here to check in on me. You shouldn’t have to be down here too long, and then you can go back to your life,” she says.
“Because you’ll get better?” I ask, even though we both know the answer. “Grandma—”
“Pass the rice, please,” she says, cutting me off. I do, and we fall into sullen silence.
I let some time pass, and then risk a question about a different subject.
“So, did I ever talk about what happened in the nightmares I had when I was younger?” I ask. Grandma rubs her chin and looks at me shrewdly.
“It was hard to tell. You always made up so many stories. Usually about monsters in the woods or imaginary friends telling you to do things. You never knew when it was time to stop playing. Why do you ask?” She eyes me suspiciously.
“Being back is just reminding me of how weird I was as a kid. I’m sorry. I know I was a problem.” After all, she didn’t sign up to raise me. Still, she scoffs at my apology.
“What kid isn’t weird? I just wish you channeled that imagination into more constructive things. You spent so much effort on the world in your head that you never paid attention to the real one,” Grandma says.
“I guess so.” Because back then, I thought it was all real. I push the remains of my dinner around my plate. Grandma lets me put the leftovers away and wash the dishes; I’m relieved she lets me help with something. 
After cleanup, she sends me out to fill the bowl of cat food she leaves on the back porch. Tansy is waiting in the yard when I step outside. She flops on her back and rolls in the grass, but when I move to pet her, she darts off and bounds a few strides toward the tree line, mewing playfully.
“The food’s over here, dummy,” I say, dumping the wet food from the can into a ceramic bowl on the porch. The cat meows again and then darts closer to the trees before turning around and staring at me. “Do you want me to follow you?” I ask, then I facepalm. “No. That’s in my head. You’re just an animal. You better come eat before the raccoons get it.” I turn to go back inside, and at that moment I see something move—just a hint of a shadow—beyond the tree line out of the corner of my eye. I whirl around, but there’s nothing there out of the ordinary.
“Nope. Nothing there. Didn’t see anything,” I whisper to myself. The cat’s still there, halfway between the house and the tree line, staring at me. 
“Damn it,” I say. "Fine." It will bother me all night if I don’t, so I step off the porch into the grass and follow the cat. Predictably, she jumps up before I can reach her and runs into the trees, staying just out of my reach. I stop at the edge of the yard and look back at the house pensively. As long as I stay within sight of the lights in the windows, I should be fine, so I take a deep breath, let it out slowly. One more step and I’ll cross the tree line. 
But then the back of my neck prickles; I’m being watched.






  
  Chapter Two


“Tamsin?” Grandma calls out sharply from the porch. “What are you doing?”  
Being an idiot, apparently. Her voice snaps me out of it. Of course she would wonder why it would take me more than twenty seconds to fill up a bowl.
“The cat. She’s over there,” I say, pointing further into the woods. When I turn back to Grandma, I see the tiny man from under the porch sitting by the cat food bowl, scooping gravy and chicken chunks into his mouth. He waves at me. I ignore him. Grandma clearly doesn’t see him.
“The cat knows where the food is. Come back inside.” There’s an edge to her voice. Fear? Once I'm back through the door, Grandma lets out a sigh. She shuts and locks the door behind me—a change from her previous attitude.
“Are you going to say the cat told you to follow her?” Grandma asks.
“I was not going to say that,” I say.
“You’re an adult. I was hoping you would start acting like one. You can’t just go off on your own and say it was because animals talked to you or you saw tiny people in the trees. You need to start taking responsibility for things you do. I don’t want to keep hearing the same excuses you had as a child.”
“I was ... I was trying to make sure your cat was okay, Grandma,” I whine. A few hours in this house, and I’m back to acting like a teenage girl.
“And the cat didn’t say anything to you, she didn’t ask you to follow her?” she asks.
“No!” I say, like I’m offended she would even ask. “I don’t ... You’re right. I’m an adult. Why would you even ask something like that?” She squeezes the bridge of her nose. My indignant denial does not seem convincing.
“If you’re having problems, you can go talk to Dr. Webster again,” Grandma says. 
“I’ll see him if I need to,” I say.
“And just so we’re clear, Tamsin, the cat does not talk. If you think it is, that’s just your imagination.”
“I know. Tansy’s never spoken to me,” I say. At least, I don’t think she has.
“Well,” Grandma sniffs, “it was always hard to tell what you think did and didn’t talk to you.”
“Maybe it’s because of all the drugs you had me on as a kid,” I snap.
“It isn’t my fault you couldn’t act like a normal human being without them,” Grandma says. “I was always thinking you were going to run off and get yourself killed!”
“And that would have just been such an inconvenience for you!” I respond. I regret it immediately after saying it, but at the same time I’m still fuming and I’m not going to back down first. Grandma looks at me with stony eyes. I do my best to match her expression.
“Grow up, Tamsin,” she says.
“You know, maybe the reason I haven’t is that I was too drugged out to remember my own childhood,” I say as a parting jab as I start up the stairs.
“Count your blessings for that. It wasn’t a good time for anyone,” she says. Grandma was always better at parting jabs. I stop and take a breath.
“Look, I’m sorry,” I say. “I’m going to unpack, take a shower, and crash for the night. I’ll leave in the morning if you want me to.” Saying the words twists my stomach and my heart. I shouldn’t even bother to unpack. I’ll be ready to go tomorrow. I’ll go back to Boston, beg my old roommates for my room back, and pretend this was all a dream. Grandma doesn’t say a word as I stomp up the stairs and into my room. It’s done. I don’t know what I thought coming here would accomplish.
I’ve been back here for less than a day and I’m already seeing tiny people and projecting onto cats. Grandma can already tell there’s problems. Maybe this is just what being around her does to me. My pulse quickens, and I start my breathing exercises and try to calm down. I’m the one in control of my own head. I’m in control of how I behave. I just need to remember that.
I can’t allow myself to do nothing but dwell on possibilities, so I try to be productive instead and take a shower.
I grab a pair of flannel pajama pants and a tank top, along with my specialty soap and shampoo; I break out in rashes and acne if I use anything else.
I haven’t had my own bathroom since the last time I lived here. For the last several years I’ve either lived in a dorm or a tiny space with several roommates. But now I have a bathroom of my own just across the hall. Everything in it is done up in shades of pink and cream, the toilet and bathtub included. Next to the sink is a dish of shell-shaped soaps and a basket of potpourri sits on the toilet tank, giving the entire room a citrusy smell. 
The room is very clean, as is my bedroom. I guess Grandma was just being modest when she said she couldn’t clean upstairs as often as she’d like. There is a pristine bar of soap in a dish built into the bathtub, but no scattering of random beauty products and toiletries that show a bathroom to be used. It’s a room in perfect stasis, and I feel bad that I’m messing it up by using it, but the water is hot and I don’t have anyone banging on the door demanding I hurry up.
After doing all my washing, I take a moment and just relax under the running water, eyes closed. Then behind my lids I swear I see a flash of movement. I open my eyes and peek around the shower curtain but see nothing. Maybe a bug is stuck in here somewhere. Something about it unsettles me, and I keep an eye out for the remainder of my shower. When I get out, I wrap the towel tight and hurry to my bedroom.
Back in my room, I lay down on my bed and look up at the fake stars on the ceiling. I try to concentrate on them and nothing else, certainly not on my own thoughts. 
The exhaustion from traveling and arguing makes me want to sink into the mattress and disappear. I relax and let the blankets envelop me until I realize I actually am sinking into the mattress. I try to sit up, but the blankets and pillows hold me like glue, wrapping themselves around me and pulling me deeper. Crushing weight on all sides keeps me from moving, and I’m helpless as fabric starts to close over my face, filling my mouth and eyes. I fall through the bed and into a vast dark nothingness that stretches out forever.

      [image: image-placeholder]The sound of a dog barking wakes me up. I roll off the bed in a frenzied panic and hit the floor in a tangle of blankets and sheets. It takes me a moment to free myself and jump to my feet, sweaty and shaking with adrenaline. My trembling fingers fumble to find the light switch, but as soon as the light comes on, everything is normal once more. Everything is fine. No monsters.
It was a nightmare, one of many I’ve had under this roof. I creep back to my mattress and poke it apprehensively, still worried it might attack. It doesn’t. I even check under the bed. The night light is dead; I should have replaced the battery before I went to sleep.
The dog barks again. I didn’t know any dogs lived close enough for me to hear. Maybe it’s lost and needs help. I cautiously climb back onto the bed and crawl across it to get to the window. With the light on, I can’t see anything, so after a moment of deliberation that makes me feel like a true coward, I switch the lamp back off. Even after my eyes adjust to the dark, there’s no dog in sight, but I can make out the shape of the cat sitting in the yard, in perfect view from my window, eyes glinting as she stares directly at me. 
For what seems like an eternity, the cat and I just stare at each other, rarely blinking. I get up, walk around the room, and come back to the window. She hasn’t moved. What if the loose dog gets her?
“Damn it,” I whisper. If I do nothing, it will drive me crazy all night and I won’t get any sleep. Maybe if I go downstairs, I can at least spook her into leaving, or coax her inside if I’m lucky.
Outside my room, the house is dark. Grandma must have gone to bed. I’m surprised she’s slept through the noise the dog and I have made, but maybe she’s used to sleeping through strange noises since she lives so close to the woods. I carefully unlock the back door and go outside. The cat is still sitting in the same spot. The food bowl is empty. I remember seeing the little man eating the cat food after I put it out, but it must have actually been the cat. It must have.
“You have to wait until morning for breakfast,” I whisper to Tansy. In response, she stands and takes a few steps toward the trees before looking over her shoulder at me. I look back at the house. Grandma’s asleep, so if I just get this out of the way before she wakes up, maybe I can put it to rest. I turn on my phone’s flashlight and follow the cat.
“Alright. Lead on. Did someone fall down a well or something?” I ask. Predictably, she doesn’t answer. I cross the boundary between yard and forest without any more hesitation.
With the flashlight on, it’s easy to follow the glint of the cat’s eyes when she turns back to make sure I’m behind her. I try to mentally keep track of our direction. After what seems like no time at all, I’m surrounded by nothing but trees. The house is gone. I take a breath. Grandma’s property sits right up against federally protected land. The woods go on and on, eventually turning into mountains. If I get lost, I could be out there for days and never find my way out, especially if the phone service is as bad everywhere else as it is on the property. I check my phone; signal might as well not exist. But I played in these woods as a kid and never died; I must know my way around well enough.
As we walk, it gets easier to see. I don’t know if it’s from my eyes adjusting or the moon casting more light as it moves higher up in the sky. At points where it peeks through the canopy, the moon seems bigger than it did back at the house, and the stars seem brighter. The deeper we head in, the bigger and older the trees get. My footsteps become cushioned by growth on the forest floor, and the sounds of life vanish so completely that all I can hear is my own breathing. Occasionally I see lights in the distance, which I want to believe are from the house, but the hue seems too cool, and I think I see one of the lights move.
A twig snaps somewhere next to me and I whirl, brandishing my phone as if it’s a weapon. But what comes out from behind a tree trunk is a little girl, about seven years old. Her blond hair is long and loose almost down to her waist, and she wears a lacy white nightgown that ends just above her bare feet.
“Hey,” I say softly, “what are you doing out here? Where are your parents?” The girl ignores me and keeps walking deeper into the woods. I follow and reach out to gently take her shoulder, but my hand passes straight through her body and the girl’s form briefly ripples like disturbed water at the contact point before reforming. I gasp in surprise and draw my hand back as if she burned me.
“Okay. This isn’t real. What am I even doing out here?” I ask myself. The cat has paused and seems to be staring quizzically at me a short distance away as if she too can’t believe how weird I’m being.
Then I recognize the nightgown. My mother is wearing it in a few of her childhood photos in Grandma’s album. And then it was passed down to me. The girl herself looks identical to my old first grade school photo. It’s me. I wonder if this is an out-of-body memory, but if I ever wandered around in the woods at night, I don’t have any concrete memories of doing so. Whatever the case is, I can’t resist following her.
At every rustle of leaves and branches, Young Tamsin pauses and looks around. She seems to be looking for something specific, though I have no idea what. I get my answer when something buzzes down from the branches of a tree, stopping just out of the girl’s reach and clinging to the trunk.
The creature is about two feet tall. On its back are insectoid wings that fold to lay flat on either side of its spine. It has a humanoid head and torso, but its forelimbs are insectoid as well, ending in delicate claws. I initially think it’s wearing bulky goggles, but then I realize it has bulging compound eyes like that of a fly. It simply watches her inquisitively.
“Hello,” she says to the creature. Its antennae twitch.
“You can see me?” the creature asks. Its voice is high-pitched.
“Yes. And I brought a present.” At that, the creature gets a little closer, and I hear more buzzing and rustling up in the trees as more of these creatures peek through the leaves to watch what’s going on.
“What kind of present?” the creature asks.
“Chocolate chip cookies my grandma made,” she says. She takes out a parcel wrapped in a paper towel and lays it down on the ground. It contains several cookies. Grandma would not have been happy to see those missing. “You can have them if you want.” The creature flits down to the ground, grabs the cookies, and flies back up into the tree branches, where the other creatures converge. 
After the creatures whisper amongst one another between bites of cookie, the first one then flies back down to talk to Young Tamsin.
“We like your gift,” it says. “Come and play with us.” The other creatures fly down and surround the girl, and she looks at them with joy and wonder in her eyes.
“How many other faeries live here?” she asks.
“Lots and lots,” the lead creature says, “but we’re the loveliest.”
“What should I call you?” she asks. The creature studies its surroundings for a moment.
“Ivy,” the creature—the faerie—says, “now catch us!” With that, they all take off flying in different directions. Young Tamsin follows the closest one, and I chase as quickly as I dare, worried about tripping in the dark.
The faeries lead us until we’re both panting from exertion, dancing just close enough to Young Tamsin to keep her thinking she has a chance before speeding back off into the night. At one point, I nearly hit my head as we chase the faeries past a low-hanging branch. It’s soon after that I realize I’ve lost track of the faeries and Young Tamsin and am alone in the woods.
But I’m not alone for long. Tansy silently comes into sight a short distance away and glares at me. I almost imagine she’s upset I suddenly ran off. 
“So where is it you wanted to go, then?” I ask. I move to follow the cat, and then there’s an explosion of sound somewhere nearby. A screeching, buzzing cacophony flares up somewhere beyond my sight and then fades as the source seems to move away. It sounds like the faeries Young Tamsin was chasing, but angrier, and strangely discordant.
Quickly following that commotion, I hear something between a bark and a howl—baying, that’s what it’s called. What hunting dogs do when they’ve found prey. At that, the cat puffs up her tail and is gone in a flash.
“Wait!” I call out. She’s really just a cat, doing what a normal cat would do and fleeing from predators. I’m surprised and disappointed in the part of myself that hoped there was something waiting for me at the end of this walk. I almost let out a laugh at my own silliness when a large dark shape barrels through the undergrowth in the direction the cat fled. 
“Hey! Stop! Heel! Cats aren’t food!” I yell, to no effect. I’ve never had a dog. I don’t know how to deal with them.
There’s a crunching of undergrowth to my left, followed by an eruption of baying very close to me. A second dog emerges from the darkness and sniffs the ground. It looks at me, eyes shining, ears angled forward. The animal is almost as big as a pony; it has shaggy black fur, floppy ears, and a tail that curls up just slightly at the end. 
“Hey, doggy.” My voice is small. I have no idea how to handle dogs. Every nerve in my body screams at me to run, but I remember hearing somewhere that running is the worst thing you can do when confronted with a predator. Or maybe that was just about bears.
“It’s okay. I’m friendly. Are you lost?” I say, trying my best to sound calm. Very slowly, I extend my hand for it to smell, worried I’m going to pull back a stump. The dog comes forward and sniffs my hand, and then leans back and howls. 
The noise taps into a primal part of my brain that overrides all rational thought. I run. I can’t tell if the dog gives chase; I can’t hear anything over the sounds of my own breathing and the crunching of the forest floor beneath my feet.
Just ahead of me, there’s a tree with low branches. I run for it and surprise myself with how quickly I swing up and weave through the branches to get to a decent height. Not a moment later, the dog lopes into my sight and gazes up at me with bright green eyes. The creature’s so big it looks like it could easily reach me if it stood on its hind legs. But it doesn’t try. It just bays once more and starts to circle the tree. It’s calling someone, I realize. Maybe the other dog, maybe their owner. I strain my eyes to see if it has a collar, but I can’t tell.
Since I seem safe for the time being, the adrenaline starts to bleed out of my muscles. My arms shake as sudden weakness overcomes me, but I adjust my position in the tree so I won’t fall just from losing my grip. I breathe out deeply. Maybe the owner is out looking for their dogs right now, and they’ll find me and help me get home.
“You seem to have a problem,” says a familiar voice. The strange dark-haired man I saw in my room is now reclining on a branch to my right and a few feet above, looking down his nose at me. I have no idea how he got there or where he came from. As soon as we make eye contact, I look away and back down to the dog.
“Don’t ignore me,” he says. He sounds almost comically offended. I ignore him and aggressively focus on the dog. It looks up at me and wags its tail, which doesn’t make it any less terrifying.
“I might be able to help you out of this,” the man continues.
“I don’t need help. The dog’s owner is going to come and then I’ll be able to get home,” I say. Damn. I shouldn’t have let him get me talking. I have to remember he’s not real, but maybe talking to him will help me work out a solution for myself.
“Why do you think their master will help you? How do you know you’re not what they’re hunting?” he asks.
“Because people don’t hunt other people like that!” But thinking about it, I realize it’s not hunting season for any game. There’s no animal anyone should be hunting right now.
“But those are faerie hounds, and the Fae adore hunting trespassing mortals. And by the look of things, you've trespassed.”
“You’re telling me the dogs are faeries? Where’s their little butterfly wings, then?” I ask.
He quirks an eyebrow. “I have no idea what leap in reasoning you’ve just attempted. But let me reiterate, you’re trapped. If the dogs’ master even comes. It won’t be to save you.”
“And do you, as a figment of my imagination, have a way to help me?” I ask. “Because I’m more and more sure now that none of this is real. Not even the dogs, and definitely not you.” Maybe I should make an appointment with Dr. Webster tomorrow.
“Then jump down there and go home on your own,” he challenges. The dog doesn’t currently look aggressive, but it looks threatening simply by virtue of existing. I can’t bring myself to climb down, even if it would prove once and for all that this is happening inside my head.
“So what have you been waiting to offer me?” I ask. He laughs, probably because he knows he just won this battle of wills.
“I can offer you a deal,” he says.
“What? You think this is the right time to talk about deals? Just help me if you can!” I snap. Another dog howls somewhere nearby, and the one under the tree responds in kind.
“This is one of the best times. It sounds like you’ll have company soon,” the man muses. “I can guide you to safety, and in exchange I want you to free me.”
“Free you from what?”
“I don’t know. I think this is just a fragment of me. The rest is somewhere else, but I don’t know where. That’s why you need to find it.” He says the words slowly, like I’m an idiot. 
“Fine. But not just ‘safety.’ That’s too vague. You need to guide me back to my Grandma’s house,” I say.
“Ah. Smart addition. In exchange for you freeing my body, I will guide you safely to your grandmother’s house to the best of my ability.”
“Does that mean anything? ‘The best of your ability’ might not be worth much, since you’re trapped or something,” I say. The other dog arrives and circles the tree, looking up at me. It looks identical to the first one.
“Of your options, I’d say I’m the best,” he says, gesturing to the dogs.
“Fine, deal,” I say. “Just help me.”
“Say, ‘I promise to hold faithful to this bargain or else forfeit my last drop of blood,’” he says.
“Wait,” I say, a thought occurring to me. “You must be pretty desperate to be making deals with random people in the woods.” This isn’t real, right? I don’t have to worry. I might as well go for the most that I can get, if just for fun, or to prove a point to myself.
“That is the same thing you are doing right now,” he says, scowling.
“Sure. But who do you think is more desperate?” I ask. "Best time, right? Just like you said."
“What else do you want?” he asks.
“I don’t know, but it seems like a waste to just wish to get home safely this once. I mean, if I agree to help you, you then have a vested interest in helping me right now no matter what my actual reward is,” I say. As I speak, his face darkens, and I get a sort of perverse joy from irritating him, even if he is just a figment of my imagination.
“There are countless gifts I could give you once I’m free. Do you want wealth? Power? The love of beautiful people? I could make you my consort and bring you with me to Faerie when I return, but I cannot make you my wife, as I am engaged.”
“Ew





OEBPS/cover.jpeg
BOOKONE

CQ[BLOF DREAM(S
e
b
%

HEFORE
ORGOT

Kk

.‘,-.-
él-:" : - 3 s o+ 5 = = \
A )

,,

NS





OEBPS/images/e07c1b40-970b-4ea3-ac33-452a32ad258a.png








