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	“Paul Jessup is the ghostpoet of weird, writing words of unease that rattle like bones and whisper in dark corners.”
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	She knew she wasn’t a Final Girl because she fucks, and Final Girls don’t fuck. She also wasn’t a teenager, and hadn’t been one for about two decades now. That’s two strikes against her. Moving onto middle age, and about as pure as wastewater in a drainpipe. But Bear didn’t care, hell no. She was a fucking survivor. 

			After all, she was a horror junkie. And like most horror junkies, she had a plan. A plan for surviving a zombie uprising, a plan for fighting off slashers, and a plan for a purge or for a home invasion. In her ratty old messenger bag she had college-ruled notebooks, overflowing with her messy hand-scrawled notes. Survival techniques, list of ways to get in and out of trouble. So many she’d lost count by now.

			It was the only thing keeping her sober these days. The chips didn’t mean much of anything anymore, she just held onto them like lucky charms. Thinking about them even made her thirsty, and reminded her of the time before she got into AA. And then all those rotten memories would come up again and she had to bite her tongue and think about something else. Something like horror.

			Especially how not to be a dumb ass if she ever found herself in a horror situation. Sure, the dead coming back to life seemed improbable, but so was walking on the Moon or having a computer in your back pocket. Vampires? About as feasible as cellphone towers and international space stations. We live in an age of wonder and horror, boys. Best to be prepared for anything. Any fucking thing.

			As long as it kept her mind from thinking about all that shit she did in the past. That was someone else. Someone named Ursula. A name that she shoved aside when she went sober, and started going by Bear. It felt more like her these days, anyway. Grizzled and restless and prone to lashing out. But also protective and powerful and the best friend you’d ever have. You don’t fuck with Bear, cause Bear takes no shit.

			And right now, this Bear was going deep into the darkness. A place she swore she would never ever visit, not ever again. This would be her biggest test yet, hands down, no contest. Five years sober and she still felt like she was walking a fucking tightrope over a tiger pit. If she could stay sober here of all places for the next few weeks, she knew she had this licked. And yes, she knew that you never had it really licked, but sometimes she needed that frame of mind. Especially right now, pulling into that bus station, the last one on and the last one off. No one else got off here, which only made sense. People didn’t come to Coppercreek, Pennsylvania. Not on purpose, anyway. Hell, Bear knew she wouldn’t if she had the choice. There were too many memories here; going back home meant she would have to see Rosemary again. Rosemary, oh fucking hell, Rosemary. It hurt to even think her name, a soft ache in her heart. 

			But. 

			It had been three months since she’d last heard from Mom or Dad, and at their age, that was troubling. They had finally started speaking to her again, after cutting her out back in her bad blackout days. Those were rough times, no doubt, but things were getting better, they were starting to heal. She never thought she would miss speaking to her mom every single day, and yet. Once her cell stopped ringing, the texts stopped coming in? 

			She had to find out what happened. Even if it was just them getting busy with their lives, she had to find out. Even if it meant seeing Rosemary again. She wanted to, she did, but it would be so hard. A love burned away, she never even called her after all these years. It was too hard.

			Please be nothing, please be nothing.

			She picked up her bag and phone and got off that nasty bus. The thing smelled like piss and sex and she didn’t even know how that happened. Maybe it was a good thing she slept through the last leg of her trip. She probably missed something nasty, something she wouldn’t be able to scrub from her mind no matter how hard she tried. Don’t get her wrong, she’s no fucking prude. But sex in that bus would be a horror show, hands down, and not the fun kind. 

			The bus station seemed pretty empty as well, outlined with a setting sun and coated with a slow rolling mist. Crickets, holy shit. There were crickets being all noisy, and the roaring wave of cicadas, as fireflies torched the mist with green lights. She forgot what it was like out here after being gone for so long. Two fucking decades since she swore she’d never come back. It was all too easy to forget it had moments of beauty, even with all the decay. She missed this shit. Hell, she hadn’t seen fireflies in forever, and it made her heart ache just a little bit.

			She pulled out her phone to try and call her parents or get a cab or an Uber or something. The battery was fully charged but there was no signal at all, and no wireless hotspots. Odd. She’d thought that there would be at least one in a nearby house she could piggyback off of and get online. And she knew for a fact there was a cell tower not too far from here—she saw it on the way up. What was going on? This didn’t happen the last time she was here. Fuck.

			Well, that settled it, then. She was going to have to walk the three miles back to her old childhood home. Would do her some good to stretch her legs anyway, they were all cramped up in that stupid-ass bus seat. She just wished she could get some Internet, any Internet at all. That way she could listen to music, or a podcast, or an audiobook. Anything other than walking for an hour, alone with her thoughts. There were at least three bars on the way to her parent’s house, if not more since the last time she’d been here. She shivered at the thought, remembering the sweet smell of beer that always hung around places like that. She could almost taste it now, hoppy and tart, making her mouth sing in memory.

			This was going to be a long, long, walk indeed.

			To get over it, she started to recite a litany of Final Girls in her head, just to keep her mind dry and not focusing on that thirst:

			Jess Bradford, Allison Parker, Laurie Strode, Alice . . .
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	Here’s how she would survive a zombie apocalypse. Everyone thinks of getting all holed up in a safe area, right? A fortress that they could hide out in. Probably someplace with tons of canned food or supplies or whatever. Wrong. Those people don’t know their horror movies at all. They’re just playing pretend. If they were smart they’d understand how that shit always goes down. There would be an asshole, or maybe two, or three. And those assholes would fight and kill people, and the walls would topple, and either the people would kill themselves or the zombies would come in and munch on them.

			You’re a sitting duck in that situation, playing at utopia, but really waiting to die. No, what you need to do was keep moving. That’s the best bet, you go all nomadic. Zombies are slow for a reason, they’re rotting away, can barely move more than a moaning shuffle. They’ll get you in numbers, right? But if you’re always on the move they can’t track you. They can’t sniff you or see you with their rotten eyes. You just plan out a path, right? And on that path you mark down several safe zones. You take your people out with you, and you keep going.

			Every day, move, sleep, move. You go the same route each time, the same safe spots each time. It will confuse the living dead, but give you your own sense of uniformity, safety. 

			You see? She’s thought this out a lot. Bear knows her shit.

			Now, that’s for Romero zombies, right? The classic living dead sort. It’s a completely different story when it comes to latter day plague zombies. You have an even better chance of survival with them, if you play your cards right. Those zombies can die of old age, or just by accident. No need for a headshot, you could wait them out long enough on some remote island or up a large mountain where they can’t get to you. Cover your mouth, wear a mask, wash your hands fifty times a day to make sure you don’t get infected, and then you and your friends just wait. And wait. The problem would take care of itself.

			She was thinking about her zombie contingency plans to keep from going in that Blue Moon bar. It’s right where it always was, packed with a handful of cars. Probably the usual small-town drunks, you could hear some arguments, but nothing too heated. She was right, she could smell that beer smell. Stale, soaked with piss. But also? That tart cigarette smell, like a forest fire in her nose. Fuck. She could kill for a cigarette.

			You know what? That’s the lesser of two evils here. It would rot her lungs out, sure, but it didn’t change her, didn’t fuck her up, didn’t get her in trouble.

			Just walk inside, she thought. Walk up to the bar and get a pack of smokes. You could do it and resist ordering a drink. You could.

			No. Shit.

			Don’t even think about that. There was a convenience store right there, down Main Street. See? Hard to make out in the fog, but that’s the same place it’s always been. The day’s gone darker now, no longer twilight, and the harsh golden lights from the windows were like a beacon or a lighthouse. Shit. This was too much like Silent Hill. Maybe thinking about zombies was the wrong idea. Maybe she should be thinking about something else that could be waiting for her. Like Pyramid Head, or something worse.

			No, wait. Zombies were the right idea. Look up at that crescent moon, shining down like a Cheshire Cat in the sky. That’s a fucking zombie moon right there. Bear just had to keep on walking past that bar, hop into the old Circle K, and get something to smoke, and maybe something to eat. Her stomach rumbled and she wished she could check her bank account. She didn’t bring any cash with her. Who the hell even used cash these days? Even criminals used Bitcoin or whatever.

			Last she checked she’d had $12.50 in her account, but, well. There might’ve been a bill she forgot that could really fuck her over. She hoped that wasn’t the case. That would really be the worst fucking thing to happen today, and that would be saying a lot.

			She checked her phone again. No signal at all, no Wi-Fi either. Nothing.

			Something moved along the fog, in the shape of a dog. She stopped for a moment, heart in her throat. She held up her phone, turned on the flashlight app. A bright torch of light shot out, cutting a halo through the fog. Scattered movement, shadows swirling around her. She felt faint, a little thirsty. Maybe she should go into that bar over there after all? Just for safety’s sake. She didn’t trust whatever was out there, moving beyond her cellphone light.

			No. No, there’s nothing there. See? She moved the light some more, scattering shadows like cockroaches. Nothing at all. Yet, she couldn’t shake that feeling. She knew what she saw, even in the haunted light of the moon. There was no mistaking it. 

			It was too big to be a dog. Had too many legs or arms or whatever. Too many limbs. Maybe she was remembering it wrong. Maybe. Probably nothing, too many horror movies crouching around in her head. Did it look like the mutated dog from The Thing? Did it?

			No, breathe in, breathe out. Take in your surroundings. Center yourself.

			She should probably hurry up already and get inside the store, before she had to resort to the litany of Final Girls once again.
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The Circle K was pretty much bare ass empty, too. No people anywhere. Figured. She should’ve known that would be the case, but she had her hopes up that maybe some drunk from the bar would’ve stumbled in. Of course, it was too early for that, duh. No self-respecting drunk left before last call, that was a given. But she had to be hopeful. She was still pretty shook up after that shadow, and needed the comfort of a crowd. Even if they were a crowd of strangers.

			The place hadn’t changed much in the past twenty years or so. It just changed name and ownership, but not the building nor location. Always a convenience store, right here. Once Golden Dawn, then a Kwik Fill, then a Red Apple, and now a Circle K.

			She was sure the same stock had been here since the last time, too. Those same boxes in the aisles, the same frosted-over frozen food and dairy on the left wall. The same chime when you opened the door and first walked inside. At the far end she saw what she came for, yes. It was glorious. An entire wall of cigarettes, the colorful packs arranged in a rainbow of cancer. There was also some vape bullshit too, but she never got into that. Leave that one to the teenagers, they could have it. Fucking cotton candy flavored bullshit, who even buys that junk. If you’re going to kill yourself slowly, you might as well do it right, by inhaling smoke and fire like a god-damned dragon.

			Prowling around the back was one Mister Jack Weathers, the owner of this fine establishment. Been the manager since she could remember, even way back in her dangerous teenage years, before she took off and left this shithole of a town in her dust. Even though the store itself changed hands and branding so many damned times, he was always here, and always the manager. He still wore that same sweater, that same filthy apron, with those same tiny reading glasses perched on the edge of his nose. He’d gone bald a long time ago, and since then started shaving his head and growing a big fat mustache, the gray hairs stained a sickly yellow with nicotine. Time had not been kind to him, and even though he’d always seemed old before, now he felt practically ancient. She guessed twenty years would do that to someone.

			“Hmm. You shouldn’t be here.”

			Bear stopped in her tracks. “Wait. What did you say?”

			“Look, did you drive here? You can still go, you know. Just keep on going out of town and get out for good and never come back.”

			Fucking rude. Rude! What did she ever do to him? Hurt and anger roiled around in her gut. She needed that smoke and something to eat. She wasn’t past punching an old man if she had to, but she’d rather not. And then she remembered, oh shit. Yeah. She’d stolen from this place too many times to count, back before she ran away from home. Stupid drunk teenage shit. That’s probably why he was giving her a hard time. Small towns were like that, they were hard pressed to forget past sins.

			“No, I. No. I rode the bus, so I guess you’re stuck with me.” And she rolled her shoulders, an old habit from her drinking days. She used to do that before doing a line of shots, one right after another. That was her battle stance, before digging in. An endurance test. To see how far you got before you dropped. Unlike the rest of those fucking wimps, she could do the entire line and still say the alphabet backwards without a problem.

			His eyes dilated slightly. Was that fear? Fuck. Was he afraid of her? Had she done something to him during one of her blackouts, something she’d rather forget? No. That couldn’t be it. His movements, his guarded nature. He wasn’t afraid of her, but rather, something else. That shadow in the fog . . .

			“Oh, that’s a pity,” he said. His mustache drooped a little, and he seemed wounded, weak. 

			“Look, I just popped in to get some snacks, and maybe a pack of smokes. That’s all.”

			Still that guarded, terrified look in his eye. “Why did you come back?”


			Shit. He did remember her. She was hoping she’d changed enough, grown up enough to be a stranger to these people. She guessed to them she would always be Ursula, never Bear. No matter how many times she would have to correct them. That’s the way small rustbelt towns like this were, weren’t they? Unable to move on with the world. “I hadn’t heard from Mom and Dad in a while, and I guess I was worried about them.”

			He shook his head, the fear never leaving his eyes. “All right, all right. You say your mom and dad? Who’re they? Anyone I know?”

			She paused. Coughed in her hand. “You don’t recognize me?”

			“Mm, a little, I guess, I guess. Too bad you came back here, too bad. Go ahead and take what you need, no matter no mind. The card reader’s not working, nor is the ATM.”

			“Seriously?”

			She couldn’t believe her ears. Did he actually recognize her after all and this was some trap? Was he waiting twenty years for her to come back in, fall for his ruse, and catch it all on tape? Pretty soon the cops would be here and she would be thrown in the county jail just because. Fuck. “You sure you don’t have an ATM or something I can use?”

			And then she remembered the lack of any bars on her cellphone, and the dropped wireless signal. Sure, the Internet had always been slow here. Coppercreek was the last of the counties to get it, and when it did it was about five years out of date. But no Internet at all? Shit. This was going to be hell. How could she stay sober without the Internet? She chewed on a hangnail, tugging at it, almost tearing it off and letting it bleed.

			“Yeah, seriously. Don’t worry about money now if you ain’t got no cash, we’ll just mark it up to store credit.”

			“Okay, thanks, I guess.”

			She walked over to the magazine rack. Everything there looked a few months out of date, and completely untouched. She snagged a few, just to keep her mind occupied, in case there really was no fucking Internet. “All right if I grab these, too?”

			“Sure thing, it won’t matter anyhow. Guess you got to keep yourself entertained after a while, we all do. It’s mindless work, sitting around and waiting for it all to end. Sometimes I wonder why I don’t just off myself, but eh. I haven’t got the guts, I’m a damned coward.”

			She shivered a little at this, tried to unpack what any of it meant. Being without Internet, and without a drink for herself, yeah. She could see how that would make one a little stir crazy and think of ending it all, yeah. But why was he so frightened? Maybe he saw whatever it was out in the fucking fog and it just spooked him too.

			What if it was a wild dog? What if it was rabid, or starved, or dangerous in a million different ways? “You got any guns?”

			“For sale?”

			She nodded.

			“No, ma’am.”

			“Not even under the table? Hush hush?”

			He laughed a little and reached around behind him. “No, not even under the table. Not that it would do you any good, anyway. How about I get you some Scotch, all right? I think I remember you now. Yeah, you’re Silvia’s kid, aren’t you? That’s right. You used to always steal my Scotch, but never the good stuff, always the cheap rotgut. You still like Scotch?”

			She swallowed. Fucking hell. Had Pennsylvania’s laws changed that much since she’d been here last? “I thought you couldn’t sell alcohol here . . . “

			“I’m not selling it, I’m giving it to you.”

			She felt her knees grow weak. Fight it, come on, fight it. She licked her lips.

			“No, no thanks. Can I just get a pack of Lucky Strikes? And maybe some of this . . . yeah. Bottled water, and this jerky. And maybe these chips here, too.”

			“Sure thing, girlie, sure thing. You say hi to your parents for me, all right?”

			It took forever to walk down the aisle, and grab the pack of cigarettes he’d laid out on the counter. Maybe she should have asked for a whole damned carton. It was free after all, wasn’t it? She decided against it, for now. Fuck, she didn’t want to be greedy at a time like this, especially not with him looking so terrified.

			“Thanks.”

			And then she turned around and walked out bravely into that damned fog. She had her cellphone held high, the light still on, her breath ragged and fast. This was the dumbest thing in the world for her to do, wasn’t it? She swore she would be better in a horror situation, and yet here she was, acting like all the other dumbasses who died first in a horror movie. She didn’t have a choice, really. She saw him pour himself a glass of that whisky when she was on the way out, and knew that he would keep asking if she wanted one. And then it was only a matter of time before she said yes and slid back into old habits. 

			Fuck. It was so damned easy to slide back into old habits.

			At least home was only a block and a half away. Not even five more minutes of walking. Shit, shit, shit. She just had to survive that long, and not much more that.
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	Bear prided herself on knowing all the ghost stories and local legends of Coppercreek by heart. Go ahead, you could quiz her on it any day of the week, and she would rattle it off, no problem. One could even argue that this shit, this shit right here? This was the kind of shit that got her into horror in the first place. The kind of shit that would have kept her up all night, pleasingly terrified with shivers of fright at five years old, scared of her own shadow and loving it.

			You know the kind of stories I’m talking about. Kids whispering about a bad house on the dark edges of the street. Maybe it started with an adult warning them, because it was ramshackle and left to rot. Or maybe it’s just a house on the block that’s too nice, too neat, the elderly gentlemen inside just a little too sweet and friendly. The kind of gentleman your parents gave the side eye to, and made sure you walked closer to them when you went by their house. The kind that offers you pastries and candy when no one else was around. The kind that seemed nice on the outside and yet rotten deep down inside, someplace hidden.

			The kind of gentlemen even the bad kids wouldn’t go near, not even to prank on a boring day. There were whispers, you know. Stories. Talk of missing kids. Drowned boys found out by the edges of the creek that gave the town its name. The whispers pointed right towards him, but that’s all they were. Playground whispers. No adult ever put two and two together, and no cop ever showed up to arrest him.

			Or she could rattle off all the stories about Silver Jenny. Fucking hell, Silver Jenny. That’s a name she would never forget, not ever. The boogeyman of Coppercreek, a witch’s ghost that strangled you and hung your limbs from tree branches. Bear remembered her grove now, the way it looked. A circle of trees, shaped like praying marionettes. In the center? The lightning scarred skeleton of an old oak tree, carved with initials of lovestruck teens, peace signs, and pentagrams. Burls, and big knots, and whorls, and a large gaping hole filled with cement. The light in that grove was an eclipse twilight light. Even in the middle of the night or the bright hours of dawn, always that same eerie light. 

			And she thought about the story of Silver Jenny now, and how it didn’t add up. Coppercreek was barely a hundred and twenty years old. As far as towns go, this one was still a baby. It wasn’t founded by Puritans, it never had a witch hunt, and there was no one on record who was hanged or burned within Coppercreek’s borders.

			And yet, you felt it, electric in the air. Something happened here, and the ground remembered. And the trees, even they remembered.

			Bear loved the idea of having a folk horror situation all up in her own small town. So even after doing some research at her favorite haunt, that local library, and finding out zilch on any of that, she chose to believe. Even as a teenager, even now, as a fucking adult who should know better,  she believed. Because goddamn, what a thing it was to believe.

			They said that the settlers of this town went a little stir crazy, like all good folk horror communities do. They had a bad crop, bad year, bad drought, cows not giving milk, whatever. The story changed depending on who told it, but the end result was always the same. And if you’re a horror nut like Bear, you probably already know where this was going, don’t you? Of course you do. 

			Witches, it’s always devil-worshiping witches. Twelve young women, barely in their teens. Just about her own age when she heard the story, right? Creepy as all fuck. All of the young women rounded up in the night by their own fathers, their own uncles, and brothers. Men with hate in their eyes and a fire in their lungs. Men who wanted to end a curse, and only knew one way to do it. It was always men burning the witches, always.

			Sacrifice. Scapegoats. The children confessed in some stories, and in others they didn’t. They were hanged either way, that was how it always ended. 

			Well, except for Silver Jenny.

			Silver fucking Jenny. Some say she was the leader of the coven, with silver hair at too young an age, like spiderwebs cascading down her shoulders. Others say she had a spiral scar on her face over one eye, and wild tattoos she’d given herself in the middle of a moonless night while summoning the Devil.

			Whatever. Bear just knew that Silver Jenny was the key to the whole thing, and what made the story electric. What kept it getting passed from mouth to mouth and playground to playground. Silver. Fucking. Jenny. With her teeth sharpened to a point with a nail file. Silver. Fucking. Jenny.

			They didn’t hang her, no chance in Hell. She had that kind of power that lived on after death if you didn’t do it just right. A regular fucking Rasputin if there ever was one. So instead, the old townsfolk of Coppercreek dismembered her piece by piece, while she was still alive and screaming, and shoved those body parts into the gaping mouth of that old oak tree. And then, after that, they poured cement inside, just so she wouldn’t get out.

			A pretty fucked up story, right? But it all fell apart when she thought about it too much. The times don’t add up, none of it makes any historical sense. Still, none of that bullshit mattered in the playground, and sure as shit didn’t matter with teens in the grove going out on a dare. Spending the night under the branches, the cement in the center almost undulating and alive. That was a rite of passage for every teen in Coppercreek, historical accuracy and truth be damned.

			Did Bear do it? Oh, you bet your ass she did. But she did more than that, oh hell yeah. All her friends did back then. Drinking parties around the tree. All night stoner bashes. It’s what gave her the taste for her poison, cursed her for years of tanking her life no matter what, just to get smashed and fucked up. Silver fucking Jenny. They said her ghost still hung around the trees at night, you could see her limbs dangling from the branches like webs. Her eyes glistening spider eyes, her razor-sharp teeth clicking in the breeze like cicadas. They said she liked to eat little boys and girls. Why?

			Well, why the fuck not? You didn’t need a reason for a good scare. You only needed a monster, and Silver Jenny was that. A fucking monster that still haunted her all these years later.

			Silver fucking Jenny. The demon witch of Coppercreek. And oh, Bear believed in her, yes, still believed in her, even after all of her research said no such woman ever existed. Especially now, walking back home under the zombie moon. The fog thick and rolling under streetlamps. She kept watch for that shadow again, but didn’t see it. Didn’t see anything or anyone else until she got back to her childhood home, knocked on the door and . . .

			Held her breath.

			Hello.
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  	To her surprise her dad was the one who answered. It looked like he’d shrunk a little, maybe a good two inches from the last time she’d seen him, if not more. His face looked far older than it should have, and she wished she hadn’t waited so long to come see them. Fucking hell. Bear told herself that she was giving them time to heal, for them to forgive her for all that shit she pulled when she was at her worst. It would’ve been too painful, she told herself, to come back here all sober and to see it all. The parts of the town that had changed, the parts that had stayed the same. She wasn’t sure which one was worse, but in the end she guessed that they were all bad. Change was bad. Stagnation was bad. Both outcomes? Haunted.

			“Oh no.”

			That’s what he said. His wrinkled eyes, his silvery hair a whisper on his scalp. A few of his teeth were gone as well, and his hands shook. Arthritic? Probably. He looked so disappointed to see her. Fucking hell, she didn’t want to cry, but this reaction, this damned thing. She felt her eyes sting a little and bit the inside of her cheek, fighting the tears back. Maybe the rift between them hadn’t healed. Maybe she shouldn’t have come back. Maybe . . .

			She felt thirsty, and wished she’d taken that Scotch with her after all. She knew this trip would be the test to end all tests of her sobriety, and yet somehow still underestimated just how fucking difficult it was going to be.

			“Oh no? Really? Dad.”

			“I’m sorry, I’m so sorry Bear, I am. Why did you come? You really shouldn’t have come—this isn’t good—oh no, you shouldn’t be here for this. You need to go. Did you drive? You should really drive and go away right now. Please, Bear. Please.”

			Why the hell was he saying this to her? 

			“I took the bus?”

			She didn’t have the heart to make it into a joke like the last time. She knew things had been bad for so long, but she really thought they’d gotten past that. It was taking every single ounce of her strength not to cry right now. Every. Fucking. Ounce. 

			He slumped even further down, closing his eyes. “Shit.”

			“I’m sorry, I mean. I guess I shouldn’t have come, but I hadn’t heard from you in three fucking months, and so I was worried. But I guess, I guess”—and she rolled her shoulder back again, fighting stance—“I guess you were just cutting me out again.”

			“No car, no way out?”

			“No. Though, if you really want me gone, your car is right there.”

			“It doesn’t work. None of the cars work. Nothing does anymore.”

			“What are you even talking about? Dad . . . Dad, what’s going on?”

			Never had she seen her dad so small and terrified as she did now. Not even when Grandma was in the hospital and dying. He’d always been stone, and sturdy, something she could count on in her roughest moments. An anchor. As a teenager, she’d hated that about him, but now, since they’d healed their rift all these years later?

			It’s what she needed from him more than anything else. And it was fucking gone.

			And in the distance she heard her mom’s voice. “Dwight, what’s wrong?”

			“Bear’s here.”

			“Oh.”

			And her mom peeked her head out from around the kitchen corner. How did this place get so damned cluttered? It was always so nice and neat and tidy growing up, it had made her sick to her stomach. But this? This mess was somehow even worse than that. She wanted to laugh, but decided against it. Laughing. Crying. What a fucked-up family reunion this turned out to be. She knew it was going to be weird, but damn. This took the cake and the dinner plates, too.

			“I guess so! Oh.” And what was this? Her mom’s smile was a mixture of joy at her prodigal daughter’s return, with a touch of pain and terror dwelling at the edges. Why was everyone so terrified? And then she remembered the shadow in the fog and felt weak in the knees. Maybe it had been real after all, and not just the horror stuff she loved so much seeping into her bones.

			“Don’t get me wrong, dear, please, no. I am happy to see you. I mean, we are, we are so happy to see you.”

			“But?”

			“Things are different now.”

			“What does that even mean? Don’t you fucking look at me like that. I’m your daughter. I know it’s been rough, but I thought we were past that. I hadn’t heard from you in three months! What was I supposed to do?”

			Her mom walked into the living room, and stood behind her dad in the front door. The two of them were framed like a fucking American Gothic painting. Shit. Even Mom looked older than she should have. The lines on her face deeper, her eyes sunken a bit and shadowed. Liver spots graced the back of her hands and her neck. When did she get so old? When did they all get so fucking old?

			Bear didn’t want to think about that. Not now, maybe not ever.

			“No, that can’t be right, has it really been three months? Dwight, love, does that seem right to you?”

			He shrugged. “No, no it doesn’t, but the weeks fly by all the same anymore, and it’s hard to tell.”

			“That’s true, we only keep track of time by the missing.”

			“The missing?”

			“Come on in. You should probably sit down before we talk.”

			He pulled the door open the rest of the way, and guided her inside, into the living room, his hand on the small of her back. So frail against her spine, his hand like a leaf, fluttering. She thought he was going to crumble and break apart at any moment. She hated that he was so frail now, no longer the rock that would shade her from the noonday sun. And how did her childhood home get so small, so cramped, so tiny? It seemed so much bigger in her memories. Shadows loomed around her, undulating and alive. At least the lights were still on, that was something. No Internet, no cars, no television she assumed. But at least the fucking lights were still on. 

			For now.
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Her mom hugged her. Not a simple, small hug, or a gentle one of mother to daughter. Not the simple pats on the shoulders and good jobs she’d gotten used to her whole life. Their family was never a hugging family, and she had made it a point of pride. They did not need such things to express their love for one another. Such disgusting displays of affection. They were harder than that, tougher than that, and were able to show it other ways. Ways that were more meaningful than a mere hug could ever say.

			And it was brutal. It seemed so strange to think that, but it was true, Bear knew it right away, this hug was brutal and savage. Not violent, exactly, but close to it. She wrapped her up and squeezed her, practically picking her up, even though Bear was a good two or three inches on her mom in height. And it hurt, it was so painful, she swore her ribs were going to crack, and it was almost hard to breathe, almost, just barely.

			And her mom? Her mom was trembling as she hugged her. Not in a weak muscle kind of way, but the sort of shivers one gets when overcome with such extreme, unexplainable emotion, one you had to express with your entire body. You couldn’t even say it in words. And that’s what this was, right here, a volcanic expression of love, and it terrified Bear. This was not like her mom. 

			“Oh God, I am so glad you are here, but also so horrified that you’re here at the same time.”

			And there were tears, ragged snotty tears. The kind of crying that was so unlike her family, always stoic and hiding their emotions just beneath the surface. A therapist once tried to tell her that’s why she took to drink, why she fucked off and went into her downward spiral. She told that therapist to go to hell and fired her and didn’t pay her a damned red cent. What fucking psychobabble. She drank for so many other reasons. That wasn’t one of them.

			Although this, this here? This outburst? This made her lick her lips and wonder where her dad hid his booze. Hell, he might not have even hid it, since he had no clue that she was coming over. It was probably right there, out in the open, lining the wine rack with various cheap vintages. The kind that tasted more like fruit juice than wine, that burned your throat with that grape aftertaste. Wasn’t pleasant, but would get the job done. He seemed to like that stuff, called it his hobo wine.

			No, damnit. No! She had a feeling this would happen the minute she stepped foot back in this town, back in this house. She coughed, and tried to push away, just enough so she could breathe. She had to be able to breathe, to think. This was nuts. “Mom, please,” she said, “You can’t hug a smoker like that . . .”

			And her mom pulled away, letting her go, wiping her face. She still trembled, and that made Bear feel really uneasy. Everything about this just felt wrong, and she realized that she was glad she came here. It was going to be hard, staying sober, but she could do it. She was strong enough, and could always call her sponsor, Clara . . .

			Shit. She couldn’t call her sponsor, could she? Nor email her. Nor any of that. She was stuck here, trying to stay sane and sober on her own. Fuck. And yet, yes, she was still glad she came. She looked at them now, looked them over, and got this sense that they had every right to be terrified. That they were in some kind of trouble she couldn’t quite figure out just yet. But even if she wasn’t stuck here, she would’ve stayed. They needed her, even if they wouldn’t admit to it.

			“Come on,” her dad said, his voice raspy, his glance awkward and hesitant. He seemed put out by Mom’s extreme display of affection, too, but he wasn’t saying anything about it. Best to just move on, that was their way, wasn’t it? To just move on and not talk about it anymore. “Come on and sit on the couch with us for a bit, so we can clear the air.”

			Again, that tension. Clear the air. She felt the pit in her stomach drop. That’s the kind of shit you say when you’re about to do an intervention. Shit. Was that what this was all about? Why they looked so terrified? Why her mom hugged her like that? Was she wrong, and this was all about her after all? That’s why they wanted her to leave, of course, they didn’t need her here. The phone and the Internet and the TV were just fine. It was all a lie to get her out and never come back. The healing between them was a facade that was easy to keep up long distance, but impossible once you were there in-person. Well, she wasn’t going to take it.

			She held up her hand. “Stop it, Dad, Mom, just stop it. I really am sober, okay? And I really am still doing the work, one day at a fucking time. It’s hard work, don’t get me wrong, but I’m doing it, and I thought you would be proud of me, and not do this intervention bullshit. So what is it? Did you watch some YouTube video telling you to cut out the toxic members of your family? That it would be better for everyone?”

			Dad’s facial expression didn’t change, still calm and stoic and stone. But Mom’s, oh damn, Mom looked like she had just slapped her, and Bear wanted to take it all back
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