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We dance round in a ring and suppose,

But the Secret sits in the middle and knows.

– Robert Frost (The Secret Sits)
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Henry zipped up his jacket, draped a scarf around his neck, and stepped through the kitchen door onto the back deck, where a biting wind struck him in the face and stole away his breath. Low clouds hung on the horizon, their looming presence promising snow before nightfall. He turned the key in the lock and headed down the stairs and across the yard. Unraked leaves crunched beneath his boots as he squeezed between the loose boards of the fence and headed into the woods.

He stopped at the base of a large tree and slowly traced his fingers over the initials cut deep into the bark: HC♥EC. Henry Collingwood loves Elowin Collingwood.

“Hi, my love,” he whispered. Five years had passed since Winnie’s death, even so, he felt the pain of loss as keenly as the day she died. He swallowed a lump as he rested his hand on the tree. Winnie had never loved the woods as he did, yet strangely, it was here that he felt closest to her. He kissed the tips of his fingers and touched them to the bark, then turned to follow the path between the trees.

Henry and Winnie had been married for eight years when they moved to Wood’s End. They had discovered the town quite by chance after they took a wrong turn on their way home from a camping trip. Henry's pulse had begun to race as soon as the woods came into view. This, his heart seemed to shout, this is where we belong. He had brought the car to a screeching halt and jumped out, breathing in the woodsy scent as he stared around him. Winnie climbed from her seat, and he turned to her eagerly.

“Do you feel it, love?” The air pulsed with life, and energy buzzed against his skin.

She cocked her head curiously. “What, Henry?”

He raced around the car and gathered her hands in his. “The woods. You must feel it! This is where we belong!” His grin fell away when he saw her frown. “Winnie? You feel it, don’t you?” He watched in disbelief as she shook her head.

“I’m sorry Henry, I don’t.”

He had used all his powers of persuasion in the days and weeks that followed to convince Winnie that they should move to Wood’s End until, finally, she agreed. While a small part of him felt guilty about pushing her so hard, he had known, down to his bones, that this was where they belonged. He still felt it, despite all that had happened since.

Being teachers, it wasn’t until the end of the school year that they could pack up their belongings and make the four-hour trek to Wood’s End. A house had been purchased, sight unseen. All Henry needed to know was that it backed into the woods; the bargain asking price had overridden Winnie’s objections about animals wandering into her garden.

Four months later, when they received the news that Winnie was pregnant after years of trying to conceive, Henry viewed it as confirmation that they had made the right choice to move to Wood’s End. As soon as they arrived home from the doctor’s office, he had drawn her into the woods, where they carved their initials into the bark of a large tree.

“A reminder of this day,” he said. “Our child will know that their parents love each other.”

Ivy, a lusty baby with a powerful pair of lungs, had arrived nine months later. As the child grew, they’d taken her for long walks along the river, pointing out the various trees and flowers they passed along the way, and she would laugh and clap her hands. She was a plain child, more like her mother in appearance, and while Henry felt a little disappointed that she bore no resemblance to him, he was pleased to see that they shared the same birthmark, a trio of stars behind their left ear.

As much as Winnie enjoyed walking, there was one place she refused to go: the Woods Beyond. She did not like the deep, shadowed depths where thick roots meandered along the ground and bent and twisted branches often barred the way. She found them gloomy and dark, and the strange noises that seemed part of the woods made her fearful.

For Henry, however, the Woods Beyond was a sanctuary. When he was alone, he would head past the stretch where wildflowers grew in abundance. For some inexplicable reason, the locals knew it as the Trench, but in reality, it was no more than a shallow ditch that divided the forest into the Woods Before and the Woods Beyond. Filled with grass and flowers no matter the season, it was a strange anomaly that no one could adequately explain, although Henry suspected that a little scientific investigation would reveal an underground river, fed by a thermal spring. The locals, however, believed that it was somehow cursed and that the deep, dark forest beyond must be avoided at all costs.

Henry just scoffed at such superstitions. For him, the shadowed depths were a place that soothed his spirit and quieted his soul. That same peace stole over him now as he reached the Trench, easing the headache that had plagued him all day. It was another thing that he had in common with his daughter—a propensity for migraines, along with the anemia that plagued them both.

He glanced up at the darkening sky as the first snowflake landed on an eyelash and dripped to his cheek. A twig cracked beneath his shoe, making him jump, and he gave a rueful chuckle. His thoughts were clearly making him edgy as they took him to one of the last conversations he’d had with his wife.

“I want to leave Wood’s End,” she’d said. She had been standing in the kitchen, staring through the window to the woods behind the house. It had taken a moment for the words to sink in.

“What do you mean, leave?” he finally asked.

“Move somewhere else. It’s not safe here. Not for me and not for Ivy.”

He frowned. “Why not? Did something happen?”

She continued to stare out the window as she chewed on her lip, then brought her gaze to his. “I saw some people in the woods, Henry. Drifters and vagabonds. A few were armed.”

“Armed?” He sucked in a shocked breath. “Were you threatened?”

She glanced back out the window. “Yes.” She sighed deeply. “I moved here for your sake, you know that. But I can’t stay here any longer, not anymore.”

“You can’t stay here?” The ground was shifting beneath his feet, and he grasped the counter to steady himself. “Look, let’s discuss it. There’s no need to make a hasty decision.”

“I’m sorry, Henry, but I’ve already made my decision. When the school year finishes, I’m taking Ivy and leaving, with or without you.”

“You don’t mean that!” He had not thought it possible to feel more shocked; instead of the earth shifting, it was now tilting on its side, threatening to send him off the edge.

She turned to him, her expression sympathetic as she cradled his face in her hands. “I love you, Henry. I always have and always will. But I can’t stay here. I won’t stay here.” She wrapped her arms around him and laid her cheek against his chest. “You chose Wood’s End before, now choose me.”

Choose me.

Even now, five years later, the echo of her words still rang through the trees.

Choose me.

The snow was becoming heavier, dripping beneath his scarf and down his neck. While the shock of that conversation still reverberated through his mind, it was nothing compared to the pain he felt a few days later when Winnie was killed during a robbery at the General Store.

“Wrong place at the wrong time,” the sheriff had said.

Was that supposed to make him feel better?

He didn’t know how he would have managed without Maggie. She had taken Ivy under her wing and become the parent that the girl needed. Winnie’s death had left him shattered, and it was Maggie who somehow managed to hold the pieces of his family together. Even now, five years on, she still brought meals over twice a week, while making sure that the house was cleaned and the pantry stocked.

He ducked beneath a large, twisted branch that hung over his path and climbed over a fallen trunk, covered with moss. His route took him around a large bush, and he paused when a twig snagged his jacket. He was still untangling the threads when a deer suddenly leaped from behind a tree, and he fell back in fright. A flock of birds rose into the air, their raucous cries setting his heart racing as they flew into the distance, their bodies dark smudges against the gray sky.

He took a deep breath to slow his pulse; he felt unusually jumpy. He rounded a large trunk, then yelped with fright as a hand descended on his arm. He spun around, his eyes widening as he took in the large, well-muscled man who stood before him. The man’s feet were bare beneath his blue jeans, while the T-shirt stretched across his thick chest, revealing the tattoos around his biceps. Messy brown hair hung to his shoulders, and his eyes were a piercing shade of blue.

“Who are you?” Henry demanded. His heart stuttered at the sight of the knife in the man’s hand. “What do you want?”

“Interesting,” the man said musingly. He cocked his head as he studied Henry. “This will be even easier than I thought.”

“What will?” Henry tried to muster some menace, but the words came out stilted.

“Killing you, of course.”

For a moment, Henry’s mind blanked as he stared at the man. His stance was casual, almost amused, as he watched Henry absorb his words. “Why?” Henry finally managed to get out.

“If it makes you feel any better, I didn’t set out to kill you. I didn’t even know of your existence. I came here in search of someone else entirely, but here you are. Running into you presents me with an opportunity I cannot afford to waste. Cernos will finally taste the edge of my blade.”

Henry’s mind was having a hard time keeping up. “Cernos?” 

The man smiled. “Never mind. All you need to know is that you are taking your last breaths. But I will grant you the name of the one who will send you to the hereafter. I’m known as Leir.”

“I don’t give a damn what you’re known as,” Henry growled. The meaning of the man’s words was finally penetrating his mind. At his feet lay a thick stick and he lunged for it. Leir was too fast and as Henry swung, he stepped neatly to the left before yanking the stick from Henry’s grasp and flinging it to the ground.

In the next moment, Leir raised his knife, and acting on some dormant instinct, Henry stepped back, managing to avoid the thrust. He saw an opening and threw himself forward, tackling Leir by the legs, and they tumbled to the ground. Leir rolled over so quickly that he was little more than a blur, and in another moment, Henry found himself pinned.

“So easy,” Leir said with a smirk. He lifted the knife once more, but a raven’s harsh screech a few feet from their heads caused enough of a distraction for Henry to push him aside and grab the weapon. He did not pause to think as he plunged it into Leir’s chest.

Leir’s eyes widened as he looked down at the handle protruding from his body. Blood was seeping from his mouth as his eyes found Henry’s, and his lips pulled into a sickly smile.

“I’ll see you in the afterlife soon enough, brother,” he said. “And give Cernos my regards before he kills you.” Blood stained his teeth as he grinned, then drew in a pained breath. He stared at Henry as the blood dribbled down his chin and dripped onto the ground.

He did not move again as Henry fell back and pulled his knees to his chest. Large, white flakes of snow settled on Leir’s chest, the blood quickly staining them red as they melted. Above him, the raven cried out more before it lifted from the branch and flew into the growing darkness.
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Wood’s End was the last place in the world Ivy wanted to be, yet here she was, staring up at the house she thought she had escaped forever. Anyone who walked by would probably say it was a pretty house, with its baby blue siding and pastel yellow door. A swinging chair sat on the wrap-around porch, while the last flowers of the season vied for attention in the garden. It was only on closer inspection that one could see that the paint was peeling, and weeds grew between the plants. Behind the house lay the woods. A shudder ran through Ivy as she glanced toward them; even those who could not hear their inviting whispers knew that the woods were dangerous. She pulled her gaze away as the door to the house was flung open.

“You made it!” A petite, middle-aged woman hurried down the stairs and wrapped Ivy in a hug. “I was beginning to wonder if that heap of metal had fallen apart beneath you!” She pulled back and cast a disparaging look at Ivy’s car.

“Hello, Maggie.” Ivy followed the woman’s gaze. “Don’t mock my car. It got me here, didn’t it? Anyway, what are you doing here?”

“I didn’t want you to arrive home to an empty house. I thought maybe you’d changed your mind and turned around.”

Ivy gave a wry smile. “I will confess, it was tempting, but it’s the traffic’s fault that I took so long to arrive. Whatever happened to this sleepy little town?”

Maggie gave a visible shudder. “Tourists. We’ve been invaded by tourists. But don’t just stand there, come in.” She ushered Ivy inside. “How are you? How was your drive? You must be exhausted.”

Ivy allowed herself to be propelled through the door as she answered Maggie’s questions. She was fine. The drive had been uneventful. She was a little tired, but not overly so.

“Why don’t you sit down while I finish up supper,” Maggie said. “I won’t be more than a few minutes.”

She strode from the room as Ivy followed more slowly, her chest tightening as she took in the shabby furniture and worn rugs. She ran her fingers over the top of the piano, then hurried after Maggie.

“Where did all the stuff come from?” she asked.

Maggie pulled a pan from the oven and placed it on the counter as the smell of roast chicken filled the room. “It was all in storage, remember? I thought it would be more welcoming for it to be here when you arrived, rather than returning to an empty house. I hope that was okay.”

“It’s fine. I mean, yes, it’s fine.”

Maggie turned, her expression softening as her gaze met Ivy’s. “Oh, honey, I’m sorry, it must be overwhelming for you, seeing so many reminders. I should’ve thought.”

“No, you’re right. I couldn’t very well move into an empty house. It’s just—well, it was just unexpected, I suppose. But it’s fine.”

Maggie studied her for another moment, then turned back to the oven. “I made your favorite, or at least, it used to be.”

Ivy smiled. “It still is.”

“Good. Then why don’t you grab some plates, and I’ll bring out the food.” Ivy collected the necessary items and followed Maggie into the dining room.

“So, what have I missed in the last five years?” she asked.

Maggie pursed her lips as she considered. “Well, let’s see. Rachel—you  remember Rachel, Gayleen’s daughter, don’t you? She had a baby a few months ago. And,” she continued as she picked up the spoon for the vegetables, “George has finally retired.”

“Retired? George?” George had been the janitor at Oak Elementary since before Ivy was born. “I remember him saying that the only way he was leaving the school was in a wooden box.”

“It was a surprise to everyone,” Maggie said with a rueful smile. “The story goes that he came into some money and decided to sail off into the sunset—quite literally! I heard from Gayleen that he has bought a sailboat and plans to live on it.”

“Wow! Good for him. Do they have someone to replace him?” Not that anyone could truly replace George; he had been an integral part of the school and well-loved by students and parents alike.

“Not that I’ve heard.” Maggie reached for a napkin. “There are some other fresh faces at the school, though.”

“Really? Why would anyone want to move here?”

“Just because you don’t like Wood’s End, doesn’t mean it’s an awful place to live,” Maggie said. “A lot of people like the small-town life.”

“If you take away the woods,” she muttered. “Does that mean that some of the old teachers have retired?”

“Depends on what you call old.”

“Anyone over sixty.”

Maggie gave her a sideways glance. “Sixty? You do know that I am only a few years shy of that?”

Ivy did not hide her scoff. Maggie was the youngest fifty-something she had ever met. There was no challenge that she wasn’t prepared to tackle, and nothing seemed to faze her, either. Calm, patient, and completely down-to-earth, she was the kind of person who took life as it came. “Maggie,” Ivy said, “you’ll never be old, no matter your age.”

“Flattery? You think that works?” she asked with a wry smile.

“Does it?”

Maggie laughed. “Yes! Anyway, you’ll find out who is still teaching soon enough.”

Ivy had graduated with her teaching degree the previous spring, eager to start her new career as an elementary teacher as she followed in her parents’ footsteps. She’d spent the summer applying for every school position she could find, but with so many other applicants vying for the same positions, she saw the new school year rushing toward her and no job in sight.

“You can always apply here at Wood’s End,” Maggie had suggested a few weeks earlier. “I know Oak Elementary needs someone to cover Anne’s disability leave.”

“I’m not that desperate.”

“Would you rather wait tables all year?”

Actually, Ivy had thought, if it came to a choice between returning to her hometown and waiting on tables, she would take the tables. But here she was, back in Wood’s End with a four-month teaching contract and a house badly in need of repair. The last tenants had moved out a few months earlier, and when Maggie suggested that Ivy sell the place, she had heartily agreed. She had no intention of ever returning to Wood’s End to live, and the house had become more of a burden than it was worth. Before she could sell it, however, it needed some work, which was why she had reluctantly agreed to take the teaching contract and return home.

Four months, Ivy thought, I can do four months. Fix up the house, get it sold, then escape Wood’s End once and for all.

It was already dark by the time Maggie headed to the door. “Are you sure you’re okay staying here? Your old room is still empty if you’d prefer not to be alone.”

“I’ll be fine,” Ivy assured her.

Maggie smiled. “I know you will. And as much as you wish to be anywhere else, I do think that it’s good that you’re here. Perhaps you can finally lay your parents to rest.”

“I hope so,” Ivy said, but as she watched Maggie drive away, she knew it was impossible. How did you lay someone to rest when you weren’t even sure they were dead? 
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Dust, Ivy thought as she stepped back inside. The house smelled like dust. Or maybe must. It didn’t matter which; the point was, the house had an old and unlived-in smell, and the furniture had seen better days. It was the same furniture from her childhood, placed back in the same spots as before. She took in the worn couch and shabby rug; had they always been so faded and dated? As for the carpet, it was dirtier than she remembered, and she shuddered to think what might have caused the dark stain in the corner.

She had never met the people who had rented the house for the last six years, but she knew from Maggie that there had been four children, two dogs, and at least one cat. How they had fit into the three-bedroom house, she could not imagine.

She glanced up the stairs to where the bedrooms were waiting, then headed to the couch and sat down gingerly. Dust rose in the air, and she wrinkled her nose. The furniture had been in storage for the last eight years, and she could only hope that no critters had taken up residence in her belongings.

The seat beside her was indented, and she ran her hand over the dip as unbidden memories laid siege to her mind. This had been her dad’s favorite place to relax. Every morning, he would lay the newspaper out on the coffee table and drink his coffee as he skimmed the headlines while in the evenings he’d do the crossword puzzle or watch some TV.

She dropped her head into her hands as she bit back the tears. It was hard to keep the memories of her parents at bay when she was sitting in her childhood home. Ivy had been ten when her mom died, stabbed during a robbery at the General Store. She had bled out before the ambulance arrived, while Duncan, the store owner, had tried to staunch the flow of blood with rolls of paper towel.

“She looked like an angel,” he had told Ivy at the funeral. “Her eyes, and her hair.” There was a catch in his voice. “Her skin was, oh...” He brought a fist to his mouth and turned away to hurry across the room.

Witnesses had described the thief as a broad, stocky man with black hair and dark eyes. The investigation had dragged on for months, but with no suspects and few other clues, the case had gone cold.

Itinerant Stabs Local Woman, the Wood’s End Gazette had declared. Ivy still had the dictionary that gave her the definition of the word ‘itinerant’.

Mom’s death had left Dad devastated. She had been the glue that held them together, and when she was gone, he had slowly begun to fall apart. For weeks he had sat on the couch, staring at the door like he was waiting for her to walk through. Ivy had sat with him, pressing herself into his side as she waited for the comforting embrace that never came. Each time he shifted away, a little piece of her heart shattered.

She blinked away the tears that threatened to spill down her cheeks. She had pushed all thoughts of Dad aside the moment she left Wood’s End, but returning was like taking the cover off a well and staring into the murky, stagnant depths.

Dad had started walking a few weeks after Mom’s death, at first for an hour or two, but then for entire afternoons. She wondered if the sight of her was more than he could bear. She couldn’t blame him, since Mom’s death had been her fault. After all this time, she no longer remembered what they had fought over, but she did remember the awful things she’d said afterward. When Mom came by her room a little later to say that she was making mac and cheese for supper and needed to pop down to the General Store for milk, Ivy had given her the silent treatment. Her therapist had told her that she was in no way responsible, but she knew differently. The mac and cheese had been Mom’s peace offering after their argument, and if not for her, Mom would still be alive.

Five years after Mom died, when Ivy was sixteen, Dad had gone for one of his walks and had never come home.

The sheriff had done a cursory investigation, but the verdict was a foregone conclusion: suicide.

Henry Collingwood, the sheriff declared, had gone into the woods that day, never intending to come out.

“No.” Ivy had cried when the sheriff delivered the news. “My dad wouldn’t just leave me!” But even as she uttered the words, she knew it to be a lie. Dad would leave her. Because it was her fault that Mom was dead. And because she was not enough to keep him at home.

The only memory Ivy had of the days following her dad’s disappearance was of a gray emptiness. The winter had been particularly cold that year, followed by a damp, dismal spring. Somehow, she managed to drag her way through the final two years of high school, although that had more to do with Maggie than with herself. Her grades slipped, and by the time the first summer after his death rolled around, the few kids her age who had taken any notice of her before then ignored her completely.

There were times she thought she would vanish into nothingness. She could imagine it happening; each day bits and pieces of her would fly away until one day she would just be gone. It might have happened, if not for the so-called troublemakers. For some reason, they were the ones to reach out to her, perhaps recognizing the emptiness in her that mirrored their own. As it was, her new friends introduced her to the numbing effects of drinks stolen from their parents’ liquor cabinets and a few puffs of a joint passed around a fire. Later, when she woke up vomiting, it was Maggie who held her hair and rubbed her back soothingly, before wrapping her arms around the trembling girl as the tears began to flow.

Dad.

Dead.

She still struggled to put those two words together in a sentence. One day he had been there, the next day, gone. She had seen Mom’s lifeless body and stood at the graveside as her coffin was lowered into the ground. People had come to the house afterward for tea and expressed their shock and dismay at her senseless death in hushed tones. But there had been none of that for Dad. No body. No funeral. No condolences, only pitying glances as people passed her on the street.

Common sense told her that suicide was a logical explanation. He had mourned his wife’s death deeply, and after she was gone, he’d become a shadow of himself. But the thought that he had taken his life repelled her. It felt like giving up, something she was sure he wouldn’t do, if only because it would have disappointed her mom terribly. But if not that, then what?

She knew, rationally, that it was highly unlikely that he was still alive after all these years. Still, her heart clung to the faint hope that maybe he had gotten lost and would one day stumble from the woods looking like a caveman.

Dirty.

Hairy.

Alive!
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Ivy woke to the early morning light streaming through the window and sat up with a groan. Her back ached from sleeping on the couch and her head throbbed. She touched her fingers to her nose when she felt a drip, then grabbed a tissue when they came away red. She had suffered from nosebleeds since she was young, although since leaving Wood’s End they had become far less frequent.

She waited for the bleeding to subside, then rose from the couch. Before she could even think about the day ahead, she needed a strong cup of coffee. She stumbled to the kitchen and started the coffee machine, rubbing her eyes blearily as she did. A slight ache at the base of her skull warned her of an oncoming migraine, another regular event. As the coffee brewed, she dug in her purse for her migraine medication and popped a pill in her mouth before chasing it down with an iron tablet and a glass of water. Like her dad, she had been born anemic, which meant that iron tablets were a necessary part of her daily routine.

Whispers reached her ear, and she turned to look out the window at the trees past the fence. They shushed and murmured as they swayed in the breeze, calling her to come and walk in the woods, but beneath their pleasant sighs, she could hear the ominous tones of the Woods Beyond, beguiling and dangerous.

She poured herself some coffee and leaned back against the kitchen sink. Maggie had stayed to help clean up after supper the previous evening, and the counter, while maybe not gleaming, was at least clean and tidy. She noticed cracks in the laminated surface, and the color had dulled with time. As for the floor, it was worn through in spots, and some child had taken a crayon to a wall.

A shiver ran up her spine and she spun around, certain she was being watched. Her eyes swept past the crows sitting on the fence to the furry face peeking between the fence boards. Silver whiskers gleamed in the sunlight and black eyes met hers as she gave a shaky laugh. Her old friend, the silver fox, was still hanging around in the woods behind the house. As a child, she had dedicated time each summer to trying to find the fox den, but it was too cleverly hidden for her human eyes. She studied the fox, admiring the way the dark coat gleamed. It was doubtful that it was the same fox that she had seen as a child, more likely a descendant and a generation or two removed. She smiled as she took another sip of coffee; she had always felt an affinity with the fox around Wood’s End. It always seemed to be close by when she was in danger, leading her to safety.

The fox glided away, and she moved her gaze to the broken swing set and the remains of a plastic car buried in the mass of weeds that had overtaken the yard, likely a token of the last tenants. The fence at the back was broken, and through a gap in the boards, she could see an old, mangled lawn chair. A pair of crows sat on the fence posts, hopping from foot to foot.

She found a playlist on her phone and turned up the volume to drown out the whispers of the woods. The locals of Wood’s End did not hear the woods as she did but they still knew better than to go over the Trench into the Woods Beyond. Whispered stories of people going missing in the woods were the theme of many a fireside tale, and when people did return, they were never the same. The cautionary tales did little to deter curious schoolchildren, however, and a year didn’t go by without someone daring a friend to go across the Trench. But the woods did not give up their secrets easily, and for all the daring, most of those who attempted found themselves turned aside.

The Trench, despite the name, was nothing more than a strip of grass and flowers that cut through the woods, dividing them into the Woods Before and the Woods Beyond. While the brilliant wildflowers that grew there regardless of the time of year gave rise to countless theories, all agreed that venturing past the Trench was a dangerous thing to do. Beyond the handful of daring schoolchildren, the only people Ivy knew of who purposefully entered the woods were her own family. They didn’t go together; Dad’s walks had been long and solitary, and Ivy doubted that he was even aware of the annual Midsummer’s Eve hike she made with her mother deep into the woods each year.

One, two, three, four

Now I will be seen no more.

Four, three, two, one

Our passing shall be seen by none.

The rhyme they repeated as they entered the Woods Beyond sprang into Ivy’s mind.

“Why do we say that poem when we come into the woods, Mommy?” she had asked her mother. It was the last time they ventured into the woods together, a few weeks before her death.

“To keep us safe from prying eyes.”

“What prying eyes?”

“Fairies and pixies, of course,” she’d said with a laugh. The light tone did not fool Ivy, however. She knew from the tight grip her mother kept on her hand and the wary glances she cast between the trees, that she was as scared of the woods as Ivy was.

It felt like hours before they finally reached a small clearing, where a large tree with gnarly bark and reaching branches stood like a weather-beaten sentinel.

“We’re here,” Mom said, placing her palms against the trunk. “Send word that all is well.” The words had no sooner left her mouth than she spun around, her eyes searching the trees as she tightened her grip around Ivy’s hand.

“We have to get home,” she said as she pulled Ivy across the clearing. “Hurry!”

Ivy’s heart raced as they ran through the trees, not pausing until they were well past the Trench and nearly back at the house. Mom looked pale beneath a sheen of perspiration, and her eyes were wide.

“We can never go into the woods again, Ivy. Promise me that you’ll never go there!” Ivy had stared at her in shock. “Say it, Ivy. I need you to say the words out loud.”

“I promise, Mommy.”

Mom shook her head. “Say it all. I promise to never go into the woods.” Ivy repeated the words solemnly, and Mom let out a sigh. “Good. Now let’s get home.”

Later that evening, she had sat on the stairs as Mom and Dad talked in the kitchen, their voices low but strident.

“It’s not safe, Henry,” Mom said.

“What do you mean, not safe?”

“Dangerous people lurk in the woods. I’m not staying here any longer. I am taking Ivy and leaving.”

Ivy gulped down a shocked breath. “Surely you don’t mean that!” Dad sounded just as shocked as she felt.

“I do.” Ivy heard the defeat in Mom’s voice. “Last time you chose the woods. This time, choose me.”

Choose me.

The words reverberated in Ivy’s mind. Would Mom have left without Dad?

Dad had built a fence the following weekend hoping, Ivy guessed, to assure Mom that they were perfectly safe.

In the end, danger didn’t come from the woods, but from the town. In the wrong place at the wrong time, because Mom decided to make Ivy mac and cheese for dinner. 

“I’m sorry, Mom,” she whispered, the same words she’d repeated every day since then.

And except for that one time, she had kept her promise to never go into the woods. One time was all it had taken to convince her of the truth of Mom’s words: the woods were a dangerous place.
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~ Four ~
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The larger of Ivy’s two suitcases still sat in the trunk of her Mustang convertible. Her parents had bought the vehicle secondhand when she was in kindergarten, and while it still served the purpose for which it was built, it did so accompanied by various bangs and squeals. Grabbing her keys, she headed outside to retrieve the bag as she waved at her neighbor across the street.

“Morning, Betty.”

“I heard you were back,” Betty said as she crossed the road. “Maggie said you’re planning to sell the house.”

“That’s the plan.”

“Good. That’s good. I’m not one to judge, but those last people...” She shook her head. “We need someone who will look after the place properly.”

“You should have new neighbors in a few months, Betty.”

“But not anyone too loud, mind you. We don’t want loud, raucous parties happening at all hours. A nice, quiet family, with well-behaved children. And no teenagers.”

“I’ll be sure to let the realtor know.”

“Good. You do that. Oh, and welcome home.”

She headed back to her house as Ivy retrieved her suitcase and pulled a tarp over her car. The mechanism to close the roof had rusted into place before her father disappeared, and the thick plastic protected the seats from rain and snow. She carried the case inside and placed it on the floor at the base of the stairs. The rooms upstairs couldn’t be avoided forever, she thought, plus, the bathroom was up there. She took a deep breath, then lifted the case and began the ascent.

The gallery of photos that had hung along the passage was gone and the once beige walls were now a shade of gray, but as Ivy stepped into her childhood room, the breath left her lungs. The furniture was exactly as it had been before her hasty departure so many years before. She could see the purple marker staining her desk, and the chip on the side caused by the shelf falling off the wall. Well, maybe not falling off, she amended with a wry smile. She had been hanging fairy lights around the ceiling and used the shelf as a platform on which to stand. Dad had been furious, although Ivy wasn’t sure if that was because of the damage to the wall or the potential danger she’d placed herself in.

The memory was forgotten as she caught sight of the linens on the bed. The princess duvet Mom had bought her when she was nine was neatly spread over the mattress, along with the matching pillows. When she was fifteen, she begged Dad to get her something less childish and more appropriate for her age. He had promised to take her shopping sometime, but the shopping trip had never materialized.

She sat down and took a deep breath as memories of her last time in the room assaulted her. She had woken to a silent house, late for school
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