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1.


  Merle House was quiet, and the night was silvery with moonlight, the cold fingers of winter already reaching into the air. He hadn’t planned to get there so late.


  In fact, he’d planned to arrive in the bright light of afternoon, when the place looked more like what it was—a crippled giant, felled among the tall pines. Just a house—too big, too old, too decrepit to sell. Probably uninhabitable, definitely uninsurable. And, Matthew Merle was discovering, possibly unrepairable, due to the cost and the impossibility of convincing local trade workers to set foot on the property.


  He brought the car to a stop and stared through the windshield.


  Once upon a time, the Merle name meant wealth and power in this town. Now it meant something else altogether.


  The name. The house. These things were his birthright, his family legacy. Those words implied a boon, a gift of inheritance that anyone would be happy to receive.


  No.


  Matthew’s wife, Samantha, was uncharacteristically silent in the passenger seat.


  Really, dumbfounded was more like it.


  Down at the towering stone and wrought-iron entrance, she’d woken from sleep and issued an amazed laugh. He’d climbed out of the car, opened the thick padlock with the key he’d been sent, and pushed the impossibly heavy gate open, hinges issuing an unpleasant squeal.


  Up the winding drive in the old Wrangler, which he hadn’t even been sure would make the drive from Florida:


  “Oh my God,” Samantha breathed, a hand, urgent, on his thigh.


  As Merle House rose into sight:


  “You’re fucking kidding me, right? Matthew. Is this a joke?”


  “No joke,” he said.


  He climbed out of the car, and Samantha did the same. Now, as they stood before the house, he felt her arm slip through his.


  “It’s . . . amazing.”


  She didn’t know the half of it, not really. He’d told her some; other bits she’d gathered from her research and the documents they’d received in the mail from his grandfather’s lawyer, Benjamin Ward, after virtually attending the reading of the will.


  Certainly, Samantha didn’t know everything, not about the house, the land, its history.


  They’d never talked about any of it, or about his grandfather, except in the broadest possible strokes. His parents were gone. So discussions about his family and childhood were brief and vague. A time best forgotten. And Matthew never even thought about Merle House, his grandfather’s place where he had spent long, languid summers exploring all its dusty rooms and back corridors. It had disappeared into the recesses, with other things he’d rather not remember. He’d never imagined that it would come to him. That he’d be called back to care for it, deal with it.


  “You know what I’m thinking,” said Samantha. There was a breathless quality to her voice when she was excited about something, and it always aroused him.


  “Run?” he offered.


  She squeezed his arm with hers.


  “Writers’ retreat.”


  His wife was the kind of person who came upon a pile of shit and asked, “Where’s the pony?”


  He loved that about her. Looking down into her dark bedroom eyes, he saw something he hadn’t seen there in a while. A kind of light of possibility. Hope. She’d been through so much. He wanted this to be something good for her, for them.


  “Or what about a yoga and wellness center?” she went on. He felt a little twinge of guilt. A private yoga teacher and wellness coach, Samantha had had to leave behind all her clients, a base that had taken her years to build, work she loved. She’d never complained, not once.


  “I like the way you think,” he said, kissing the thick softness of her hair. It smelled like lilacs.


  Never mind that they were dead broke.


  Ideas aren’t money, Matt. Stop dreaming.


  But that was his father’s voice—heavy with pessimism.


  Matthew knew that sometimes ideas had a power of their own.


  Just like Merle House had a mind of its own.


  The old giant seemed to sigh with relief as Samantha put a hand on the porch railing, ready to make her way up.


  “We should head back to town,” he said, feeling the urge to pull her back as she climbed up the staircase. “Find someplace to stay the night.”


  She raised her eyebrows at him. “We’re not staying here?”


  “Uh.”


  “I mean—this is where we live now, right?”


  This is where we live now, right?


  It was not an accusation, a nudge meant to remind him how miserably he’d failed them, how he’d lost his job, had to sell their dream house—because Samantha was just not that woman. She didn’t have a manipulative bone in her body. She was all practicality, clear vision, an okay-this-sucks-but-how-do-we-manage-it kind of woman.


  “I don’t think it’s livable, Sam,” he said.


  The porch groaned under her step. From the looks of the place, he wouldn’t be surprised if she stepped through a rotting board. He knew the old man hadn’t been able to keep it up at the end. “Be careful.”


  “But that’s why we’re here, right? To make it livable?”


  Or at least salable.


  Had they discussed this? Where were they going to live until Merle House was repaired? He’d assumed that they’d stay at the little B&B in town for a couple of nights, then rent something cheap. But the truth was that they really couldn’t afford to do that. Ideas aren’t money.


  “And your grandfather lived here, right? Until just a few months ago, when they took him to hospice.”


  The old man had always lived at Merle House, or at least on the property where Merle House stood. Justice Merle had been born there, returned there from Harvard to run the family construction business, raised his own family there—two sons, one of them Matthew’s father. He’d stayed at Merle House long after he’d sold the family business, after his wife left him, after he became estranged from both his sons. He’d lived alone in the eight-thousand-square-foot behemoth, grown old, and would have died there if it had been left up to him. Now his body was buried on the family plot, not far from the house in the surrounding acreage.


  The old man would, in fact, be here for all eternity.


  And now Matthew would join him. Something like dread pressed down on his shoulders.


  “Yeah, but—” he started. She didn’t let him finish.


  “So it’s inhabitable. Technically. Maybe not what we’re used to. But there’s electricity, running water. Right?”


  Certainly not what they were used to, and they had Matthew to thank for that. Over the last few weeks, he’d developed chronic stomach pain, a kind of twisting roil in his gut. A miserable brew of guilt and anger.


  He still thought about her, though he really shouldn’t, the woman who had taken a rocket launcher to his life, cost him his job, almost his marriage. Sylvia. He wanted to forget her completely. But he couldn’t.


  “Matthew,” said Samantha, like it was the second or third time she was saying it. “Do you have the keys?”


  Matthew stood staring at Samantha, who was tiny but mighty, with a tight, wiry body toned from years of yoga and long-distance running. She walked up and down the porch, tried the door, peered in the window. He admired the lush cascade of her dark hair, the determination on her brow, in her jaw. He was doing the staring thing; he knew that. When he had so many thoughts in his head that they kind of all jammed up and he just froze, glassy eyed, and needed to be snapped out of it. She turned to face him when he didn’t say anything, dug her hands into her pockets, and thrust out a hip.


  “At least let’s take a look.”


  The keys were in his pocket. He took them out with a jangle and joined her on the porch.


  “Wasn’t the caretaker supposed to meet us here?” she asked. “Pete, was it?”


  “We were supposed to arrive this afternoon. I told him we’d call him tomorrow.”


  “Well,” she said brightly, fitting the key into the lock. It turned with a satisfying click. “I guess we’re on our own.”


  Samantha pushed open the heavy oak door of Merle House and disappeared fearlessly into its maw. His wife, the warrior. He was her inferior in every way. Why had she stayed with him? After everything he’d done.


  Matthew followed, stumbling over the threshold and nearly falling all the way to the ground. As he righted himself with a hand on the doorjamb, he could have sworn he heard laughter from somewhere within the house. He did. He did hear laughter. But it was coming from behind him.


  “Were you just going to leave me in the car?”


  His sixteen-year-old daughter, Jewel, stood behind him on the porch. Whatever amusement she’d found in his clumsiness had passed. Now she wore the usual scowl she seemed to save only for him. She was a mama’s girl; Matthew and Jewel had been at loggerheads for as long as he could remember. Because you’re basically the same person, Samantha liked to quip, earning protests from both father and daughter.


  He had not, in fact, been in any rush to wake Jewel. As long as she was sleeping, she wasn’t complaining.


  “Not all night,” he said, turning to drop an arm around her shoulder. She blew out the annoyed breath specific to teenage girls.


  “God, is this it? It looks like a funeral home.” She hefted her camouflage rucksack up onto her slender shoulder, shifting away from Matthew.


  “On a good day,” he agreed.


  Her glance drifted from the house back to him. “Is it haunted?”


  Good question. “Probably.”


  She was way taller than her mother, and even catching up to Matthew. Jewel was a lithe five foot eight, too gorgeous for her own good and his, with silky black hair that hung like a curtain, always in her eyes, and pouty pink lips. And a body that made him see the wisdom in burkas and nunneries. She tugged at the silver hoops in her right ear, looked around.


  “This is your fault,” she said. Samantha was wrong; their daughter wasn’t the same person as Matthew. Jewel was a darker, mean version of Samantha, all her mother’s personal power but none of her softness.


  “I know,” said Matthew, looking away from her, bracing himself.


  But she didn’t say it: I hate you. It still rang in his ears from the last time. She’d said it three times. Each time it hurt a little more, mainly because it seemed like she meant it.


  Samantha tried to soften the edge of it. Of course she hates us. All teenagers hate their parents. It’s a rite of passage.


  She hates me, not you.


  You just happen to be the target of her rage at the moment. Next time it will be me.


  “Hey, bunny?” It was what they’d always called her. “We’re going to be okay.”


  She backed toward the front door and away from him; something played out on her face—sadness, anger, fatigue.


  “Save the bullshit for Mom, okay? She is—for some reason—still buying it. And don’t call me bunny.”


  Ouch. Who knew your child could have so much power to hurt you? He should reprimand her—seriously, she just didn’t have the right to talk to him that way, did she? But he didn’t have the energy.


  Samantha came back to the door, stood behind Jewel, who had yet to cross the threshold.


  “You guys,” she said, eyes shining. “This place is ah-mazing.”


  “Yeah,” said Jewel flatly. “Amazing.”


  But Jewel did look vaguely interested. Still, she took a moment to shoot Matthew a disgusted look before following her mother inside.


  He stood on the porch for a moment and stared off into the dark distance. The moon was high, dimming the stars in the velvet blue sky. Did he see a glow off in the distance, among the trees? No, not possible. There was so much Samantha didn’t know. So much more to this land than Merle House. And hopefully they’d be long gone before she discovered it.


  “Matt, come on,” Samantha’s voice echoed from inside. He kept staring. Did he see a light? Maybe just the faintest dancing, orange glow. Part of him wanted to head out there, through the woods he’d known so well as a kid. He wanted to see if it was still there.


  “Matthew! What are you doing?”


  “Coming,” he said, turning to walk through the door.


  He tripped over the threshold again. This time there was only silence as he followed his wife and daughter inside.


  

2.
  

Claire settled into the hard, uncomfortable chair in the nondescript therapy room, organizing her files, taking out her notebook and pen. Then she sat back and focused on her breathing.


  You are surrounded by light energy, she told herself. Nothing dark can reach you.


  There was always a tension in her body as she waited for him to be brought in. An ache in her shoulders, a tightness to her breath. Claire made sure that these sessions were the last of the day, the final hour of her workweek. Because she knew that when they were done, she would be drained. That was Winston Grann’s special gift, to take everything from the people in his energy sphere.


  The truth was that there was nothing she—or anyone—could do for him. His treatment was part of a state-mandated psychiatric protocol that existed for all patients who had been deemed criminally insane. Part of a philosophy that offered “comprehensive treatment that acknowledged the patient’s offense, but also his humanity.”


  No one thought that Winston Grann was going to get any better. A serial killer who had murdered at least fifteen young women, he was certainly never going to be released.


  Claire heard voices outside the door, footfalls in the hallway. She looked out through the barred window at the great oak that sat in the yard, its roots spreading wide like feet, its thick branches reaching into the dimming blue sky of early evening. High clouds drifted, and Claire watched, focused on her breath, centering herself.


  She’d chosen this assignment as part of her research. She was a psychiatrist with a private practice, treating mainly people who struggled with severe depression, crippling anxiety disorders, phobias.


  But she wrote extensively about men—yes, mostly men, all men in Claire’s experience—like Winston Grann. So she’d chosen to spend Friday afternoons at four with Winston, even though her mentor, Dr. Sarah Bold, and Claire’s ex-husband, Will, who was still her best friend, had urged her to give up the state assignment.


  If she did move on from the Grann sessions, no one would challenge or even question that decision.


  After all, the people who cared for Winston Grann did not fare well. He’d been incarcerated for over ten years. During that time, his first doctor, a nurse who attended to him some years later, and then, just recently, a patient he’d befriended in the last few months during supervised group meals had all killed themselves. What did it have to do with Winston? How had he wormed his way into the minds of these people? Was it a coincidence that might be attributed to the high-pressure work for the health professionals and the acknowledged instability of his fellow patient? Very hard to say.


  But she knew this: Winston Grann was a sucking vortex, a black hole draining all the light and energy from the area, from people. After an hour with Winston, Claire felt so exhausted she often worried about driving. She felt a deep well of sadness and despair, a persistent, gnawing sense of failure. It often took her the weekend to recover.


  “I think you need to ask yourself why you continue,” Dr. Bold had offered. “Is your research more important than your mental health?”


  She wasn’t sure. Maybe. Because she couldn’t shake the conviction that he, or the study of him, would provide answers to questions that had haunted her since childhood.


  She jumped at the sudden knock on the door, snapping back hard to the present.


  “Come in.”


  Her favorite orderly, Billy Jenkins, escorted Winston into the room. They were a contrast—Billy young and beefy, always with a smile in spite of the gritty nature of his work. Tattooed on his thick brown biceps was the word MOM, surrounded by a wreath of flowers. He wore a wedding ring, though she didn’t know anything about his wife.


  Winston, on the other hand, was a small man, slim, and nearly bald, skin pallid from years of incarceration. He had dark eyes that were alive with intelligence, seeing. His hands and feet were bound with cuffs, connected by a chain. It seemed like overkill; in prison, Winston had been as quiet and well behaved as a lamb. She was often tempted to request that he be freed during their sessions. Maybe she’d make more progress if she offered him this small concession.


  But she always stopped short of making the request.


  Because Winston Grann believed himself to be the host for a spiritual parasite named Archie. And it was Archie who had driven Winston to do bad things, all his life. Archie, in fact, used Winston’s body to satisfy his dark appetites. Winston didn’t deserve to be punished; he needed to be rescued. He didn’t need a psychiatrist to treat him. He needed a priest to exorcise him.


  Or so he said.


  Claire wasn’t afraid of Winston, who was mild mannered and soft spoken. She was, however, afraid of Archie.


  “Mr. Grann is not having a good day,” said Billy, taking his place in the corner of the large room. He spread his legs and folded his arms across his middle. He’d stand like that, so silent for the hour that she often forgot that he was there. “We’re having trouble getting along with others.”


  Winston’s gaze was lidded and dull, his posture that of a sullen teen. She tried to avoid making prolonged eye contact with him.


  “This place,” he said, rolling his eyes. “These people.”


  “What happened?” asked Claire, opening her file and looking over her notes from last week. Archie is restless. He doesn’t like it here, Winston had complained.


  “There was an incident in the lunchroom,” said Billy when Winston remained silent.


  “How was that my fault?” said Winston, sitting up, animated. “If one psycho sticks a fork into the eye of another psycho, and neither one of the psychos is me, how do I get blamed?”


  “You were there,” said Billy. “What did you say to Jimmy?”


  A smile. Winston tried to move his arms, shifted uncomfortably, and then leaned back with a jangle of chains. “Nothing. I didn’t say a word.”


  “Mm-hmm,” said Billy. He had the tone and bearing of a man used to dealing with the mentally ill, and beneath the obvious strength of will, there was a kindness, even respect. That was why Claire liked him; too many guards, doctors, orderlies, and nurses she’d met in her career had lost their humanity. Winston was human. Deeply deranged, ill, but human. He needed help as much as he needed punishment.


  And learning about him might make the world safer for someone else, though it was far too late for all the people he’d hurt. It was that idea that drove her work, and kept her coming back to talk to Winston.


  We often come to this work to understand ourselves, are motivated by our own compulsions, said Dr. Bold. What is it that motivates you, Claire?


  “You’re looking well, Claire,” said Winston, flashing perfectly straight, yellowed teeth. “Fresh.”


  He drew out the last syllable, a sibilant hiss, and Claire cringed internally, though she was quite adept at controlling her facial expressions, her body language. She often felt that he could see past her professional facade.


  “Dr. Allen,” admonished Billy.


  “Dr. Allen,” said Winston.


  “Thank you, Winston,” she said. “Let’s get started.”


  Later, when she tried to remember the conversation that followed, it was foggy. She could hear her own voice, his, as they talked about the quality of his sleep (poor), whether he was taking his medication (he was), the state of his appetite (ravenous).


  A painting, or rather the print of a painting, hung on the wall behind Winston. Within most institutional settings, one didn’t usually find art. But the head of this facility, a man named Raife Warren, believed in art as therapy. So painting classes were a part of the patients’ schedule, and the walls were adorned with the works of inmates, as well as works from Warren’s private collection. Warren was an art scholar and a doctor of psychiatry with a degree in law enforcement, an unusual combination. It showed in the practices of the facility—which were creative, humane, and innovative.


  She’d stared at this particular work many times. It was a haunting watercolor in shades of gray, red, and black of a sleeping woman, her body composed of swirls and cloudy spaces, her face obscured by a stack of windows, revealing another world, a stark landscape of dead trees.


  Winston was talking, his voice a drone in her awareness. Claire rose, suddenly, powerfully drawn to the image. She walked past Winston, who gave her a knowing smile, and she put her finger to the glass.


  “Doctor?” Billy’s voice was drained, distant, as if he were standing at the end of a long tunnel.


  Claire moved through the painting—impossible.


  But there she was in a red-and-gray-washed world, with a man sitting easily on an Eames chair, waiting for her. Long and svelte, dressed in black, with thick, cascading dark hair pulled back loosely. His face, paper pale, was drawn, cheekbones severe. She moved nearer to him, her footfalls echoing on the hard floor. The air had substance, subtly resisting her movement.


  “Dr. Allen.”


  His eyes, a milky blue, blazed. She felt naked, exposed before him. Distantly, there was a desire to run, but her limbs were filled with sand.


  “I’ve been wanting to see you for so long,” he said.


  She didn’t have a voice either.


  “Sit,” he urged. “Please.”


  And there was a chair across from him; she moved there slowly, primly, seated herself.


  This simply couldn’t be happening. Was she dreaming? Distantly, her thinking mind struggled. Had she entered a fugue state? Maybe brought on by the persistent stress of her work, the shambles of her personal life, the chronic feeling of unhappiness she’d carried with her since childhood? It was possible. People, seemingly whole people, snapped all the time.


  There was a sound, a distant hum. Muffled voices. Did someone scream?


  “Why do you waste your time with Winston?” he asked. “He’s such a disgusting little man.”


  “Archie,” she said, finding her voice.


  He smiled, pleased, leaned forward. “You know me.”


  “Yes.” She knew him by another name.


  There was a vibration in the air, something that made her skin tingle.


  “You have always known me. You and I, we met long ago, didn’t we?”


  Her body shivered, remembering. The big old house, its creaking floors, its dark corridors and hidden passages. The rambling woods. The path that led to the old, abandoned building, dilapidated and forgotten. She carried those memories with her always.


  “And all these years you’ve been looking for me.”


  Was that true? Maybe it was. Dr. Bold had urged Claire to ask herself why she continued with Winston, with her research, when it was so clearly taking a toll on her life, her wellness. There was always an answer. One just beneath the surface of whatever she’d said to convince Dr. Bold and herself that her interest was purely clinical.


  “Well here I am. Is it everything you imagined?”


  He moved like smoke, wrapping himself around her, suffocating her. Only when his teeth found her neck did she manage to scream.


  

3.
  

Matthew stepped out onto the porch, coffee in hand, the air crisp, sun peeking over the horizon. For a second, he almost felt hopeful. Almost.


  Cawcaw.


  Crows. A murder of crows. Someone had a sense of humor, didn’t he, when he came up with that particular collective noun? The great black birds with glass beads for eyes and that teasing, derisive cawcaw—goddamn it, they were absolutely everywhere.


  Right now, three were perched along the fence, staring. They were clearly nesting in one of the cupolas, and in the barn that had been transformed into a multicar garage for his grandfather’s collection of antique vehicles—which had sat idle and untended for so long that it was essentially a junkyard in there. Not a single engine would turn over. Another giant problem with no easy solution.


  “Those birds,” he said.


  Samantha was clearing the old plants from the beds in front of the house and along the walkway. She’d started the job the day after they’d arrived. “I like them,” she said, standing upright to draw an arm across her brow. “They’re mysterious.”


  “They’re disgusting.”


  That wasn’t the word he was looking for, exactly. Unsettling. They were like a portent, or an accusation, or a reminder that nothing about this situation was ideal. “No one likes crows. All we need is to be showing the house and have someone think they’ve stumbled into a reboot of The Birds.”


  “We’re a long way from showing the house,” Samantha said, somewhat defensively.


  Which he didn’t love. She didn’t seem quite as eager to sell as he was. Maybe it was because they had no idea where they were going to go next.


  She’d managed to weed and clear all the flower beds along the front of the house, down the path to the drive. It was a huge job, and there were great piles of dead shrubs, weeds, desiccated plants off to the side. It seemed impossible that she could have accomplished so much by herself, and before he even woke up. The sun had barely cleared the horizon, so she’d been out here in the dark. But that was her way—throw herself into whatever she was doing, don’t stop until it’s done right. Even when she’d been sick, he couldn’t get her to slow down. I feel like if I slow down, I’ll die, she’d told him.


  She stretched now, peeled off her gardening gloves.


  “You haven’t been sleeping well,” she said.


  “No.”


  That was the goddamn understatement of the year. He’d barely slept at all since they’d arrived at Merle House, over a week ago now. In the mirror this morning he’d noticed that the circles under his eyes were so purple and dark that they looked like shiners. Like he’d been in a fight. The house was kicking his ass. Daily.


  “Well,” he said, forcing brightness. “The Realtor’s coming today. Just to look around. Get a sense of the place.”


  He didn’t want to tell her that this was the only Realtor who had even returned his phone call.


  A frown. “What time?”


  He looked at his watch and then up to the sky, which threatened rain. “Ten.”


  She nodded, kept her eyes on him. “I heard your phone ring last night.”


  “Did you?”


  “Late,” she said. “It woke me. I thought you answered it.”


  “No,” he lied. “I didn’t hear it.”


  “Maybe you should check and see who called. What if it’s important?”


  “I’ll check.”


  She kept her eyes on him, even though he averted his, pretended to be very interested in the crows again. He felt the heat of her gaze. There were a lot of things she hadn’t said, things any other woman would have. She’d been too sick, too weak, to rail as she should have at the time. But she was getting stronger. And lately he was seeing a new expression in her eyes.


  His late-night conversation still rang in his head.


  Do you still think about me? Matt, do you?


  Sylvia, please. Don’t call me again.


  Sylvia. He’d never touched her, not the way she claimed. He’d never laid a finger on her opal skin in desire.


  Practically every other professor he knew had had some kind of fling with a young student. College girls, they were of age, many of them eager to please, some of them with a thing for older men in positions of authority. Opportunities were rife. It wasn’t just professional ethics that had kept him in line his whole career. Matthew only ever had eyes for Samantha; she was his sun and moon since the day they’d met. Until there was Sylvia, who appeared midsemester in his comparative literature class, found a seat in the front row.


  What was it about her? The flame of her hair, her elegant, slender body, the turn of her pale neck, the oceanic depth of her gaze.


  He’d started dreaming about her, her face appearing when he made love to his wife. He’d been stern with himself. Stop it, you idiot. Once he’d lost his train of thought in class, distracted by the way she rubbed at her shoulder.


  Then, one night, as he was ending his office hours, she’d knocked on his door.


  “Matthew.” Samantha’s voice snapped him back.


  “What?” he said, startled. “Sorry.”


  “Can you help me bag up the weeds?”


  “Of course.”


  It took ages to wrestle the detritus into the big bags. He could have Peter bring the pickup truck and haul away the bags. Might as well, while the guy was still on the estate payroll. At some point, he was going to have to let the groundskeeper go. But Matthew, always one to put off the unpleasant, had not let him know that yet.


  As they were finishing up, a late-model black Mercedes drifted into view and came to a stop in front of the house.


  Matthew had propped the gate open at the head of the drive, much to Peter’s dismay.


  The kids, Peter had warned. They sneak up here all the time. They do a lot of damage. Matthew knew where the kids were probably headed. They’d find their way there whether the gate was open or not. They always had.


  Meanwhile, Matthew was sure that now that the house was inhabited by able adults, there’d be fewer issues. Besides, he wasn’t going to drive down the road every time he had to let someone in. An electronic gate was not an option. The lowest bid had been nearly $20,000.


  A tall, severe person in a black suit emerged from the car. The truth was he hadn’t been totally sure in their conversations whether Avery March was a man or a woman. And as the very slim person with slicked-back, longish gray hair approached, Matthew still wasn’t totally sure. March seemed to glide rather than walk, and Matthew wiped off his hands on his pants and went to greet him—her?


  “Mr. Merle?”


  “That’s right.” Something about the body language kept Matthew from offering his hand right away.


  “Avery March,” March said with a little bow, both hands on the handle of a black case.


  Matthew nodded and turned. “Pleasure. My wife, Samantha.”


  “Oh, we’re wrecks,” said Samantha, smoothing out her clothes, then offering her hand.


  “Not at all.” It looked like they exchanged a firm handshake. That was manly, right? Or was that sexist? Plenty of women had firm handshakes.


  But when March took Matthew’s hand, the skin was so soft, the hand itself so delicate. He noticed a glint of diamond studs. And there was a feminine prettiness to her features, the light scent of lilacs wafting from her clothes.


  “Well,” said March, looking back and forth between them, then up at Merle House. “This place is every bit as impressive as I remember it. But we are going to have to do something about those crows.”


  Remember it? When had she been here before?


  “I think the crows come with the house,” Samantha joked.


  March gave her a concerned look. “That will never do.”


  “I told you,” said Matthew, glad to have someone agreeing with him about anything.


  “The house, the name. Merle. It literally means black bird,” said Samantha. Was there something defensive, protective in her tone?


  Avery March was undaunted, shaking her head firmly. “Something will have to be done. People don’t like crows.”


  “Well,” said Samantha, matching March’s clipped tone. “Whatever it is, it will have to be humane.”


  March looked at her, a quick up and down. “Of course.”


  “Should we go inside?” asked Matthew.


  “After you.”


  In the foyer, he heard music playing. Jewel must be up. The raucous tones of the death metal she favored were just a whisper on the air. The angry music used to rock the walls in their old place. But Merle House seemed to swallow sound. There was no shouting from room to room, and none of the phones were getting consistent service. So if he wanted to talk to Samantha or Jewel, he had to go looking. He’d never even seen Jewel yesterday.


  “Is there someone else here?” asked March.


  “Our daughter,” said Samantha. “She’s not too happy with us at the moment.”


  “Moving is a difficult transition, especially for kids.”


  “Do you have children?” asked Samantha, light, trying to make conversation, or make up for the tension over the crows.


  “No,” said March with a firm shake of her head. They both waited for her to go on. But no. “I’ve heard from other clients.”


  They all stood awkwardly for a beat, the music tinny and faint on the air.


  “Coffee?” offered Samantha brightly.


  March seemed to consider, then nodded. “Maybe we should sit and talk first, about the house, about your expectations and plans, before we tour the property.”


  “Good idea,” said Samantha, leading the way to the kitchen.


  There was only one plan as far as Matthew could see. Fix as little as possible to get rid of this monster at the highest possible price, and reboot the life to which he’d taken a wrecking ball. Get his wife to forgive and trust him again. Maybe it was too much to ask that his daughter stop hating him. But that would be nice too.


  And all this needed to happen as fast as possible, before this place got its hooks in. It had a way of doing that. He’d seen it before. Another item filed away in the things-he’d-rather-not-remember category.


  March and Samantha disappeared through the swinging kitchen door. And Matthew stood listening to Jewel’s music.


  Was there another sound beneath the racket? He’d heard it a few times. A kind of low hum. It was a sound that he found vaguely familiar. He stood, listening, and he found himself remembering the final summer he’d spent at Merle House—and his childhood friends, Claire, Ian, and Mason. And everything that happened.


  He found himself thinking about Havenwood, which seemed more like a dream than an actual structure that still stood, as far as he knew, about a mile away from the house through the woods.


  “Matthew,” said Samantha from the kitchen doorway. That annoyed, snap-out-of-it tone. “Are you coming?”


  “Sorry.”


  She walked up close to him and grabbed his shirtsleeve. “I can’t have you checking out, okay? I’m not doing this on my own,” she said, her voice a low but urgent whisper, eyes pleading.


  He touched her face, traced a finger along her jaw. “I’m sorry,” he said.


  She smiled at him, just a little, but it was something. “I know you are.”


  He pulled her in for a kiss; to his surprise she leaned into him.


  “God. Get a room.”


  Jewel breezed past them and pushed into the kitchen. Samantha leaned against him for a second and then followed.


  Great. Family meeting.


  He stood alone a moment, still listening for that strange hum. When he didn’t hear it, he pushed through the kitchen door, feeling a tingle of unease.


  

4.
  

Claire’s phone was ringing. The chimes reached her through layers and layers of drug-induced sleep. She resisted. And then swam up toward the sound, a gentle jingling of bells.


  In the dim of her bedroom, she reached for the phone, hand slapping at the bedside table, where she’d left it. But by the time it was in her palm and she was pulling off her sleep mask, the ringing had ceased.


  Who would call at this hour?


  She checked the time: Noon. Oh.


  There were always a few seconds on waking before it all came back like a wave. Sleep came only with pills—and that chemical slumber was an abyss, a psychic wasteland. And the first few moments of awakening were blessedly blank, with sunlight glowing at the edges of the mask. For a few brief moments, she was just Claire, ready to start another day.


  Then the pain.


  Her broken jaw, now tentatively healed, was always aching. Her arm, elbow pinned back together, tingling, still weak. Better not to think about her face. She avoided the mirror, though the swelling from surgery had gone down. The person she saw in the mirror was not familiar.


  Her phone pinged. Voice mail. Dr. Bold.


  Claire made no move to call back. Her phone was filled with unanswered messages, words of support and concern, calls from lawyers—hers and Billy’s. His hearing was coming up, and she would need to testify. She should answer, but it was as if she were moving through air that had substance and weight—it muffled sound, impeded movement. Her thinking was slowed. Just like in the painting.


  She shifted out of bed and walked down the long hallway to the kitchen to brew some coffee. That was what she needed, caffeine and food; then she’d start returning calls. There was a slight burst of energy. But when she sat down at the table with her coffee and her scrambled eggs, she didn’t touch either. And when she was aware of herself again, it was two o’clock.


  Now the doorbell. Then loud knocking.


  “Claire,” came the muffled voice from outside. Her ex, Will. “I know you’re in there. Please, Claire.”


  He’d been there. The first face she’d seen when she regained consciousness, through every surgery, spending the first few nights on her couch, Claire’s mother in the guest room. The two of them had been like angels, handling every facet of her recovery, getting her to doctors, cooking for her, cleaning, helping her in and out of the shower. Will talking to her late into the night.


  He still loves you, her mother had said just before leaving. He’s a good man.


  I know, she hadn’t said. It’s just that I don’t love him. Not like that. He deserves better.


  “I’m going to use my key,” he said through the door.


  She didn’t move to stop him. She listened as the lock engaged and he moved around the house, looking for her. When he walked into the kitchen, she was still sitting there in front of her cold breakfast. His body practically sagged with relief to see her.


  “Claire,” he said gently. “Didn’t you hear me?”


  “I’m sorry,” she said. “I’m just so tired.”


  His brow was wrinkled with concern as he sat across from her. “You’ve got to get ready.”


  “For what?”


  “Billy’s hearing is today.”


  “Today? No—it’s the twentieth.” It was weeks away. She had time to get herself together, try to reconcile what she thought happened with what she had been told happened. The two things were going to coalesce when she was stronger, more able to process the attack; she believed that. Had to.


  “Today is the twentieth, Claire.”


  Time was a fun house, everything pulled and warped since her attack.


  “I can’t,” she said. “I don’t know what happened.”


  She’d almost said that she wasn’t there. That she was in the painting with Archie. But she’d stopped saying that because the look on Will’s face frightened her, a mirror of her own confusion and worry. “I don’t remember.”


  Everyone could accept that she didn’t remember.


  Winston Grann’s attack had been swift and brutal. He’d picked the lock on his restraints with a sliver of metal he’d been holding in his mouth, and when Claire had inexplicably stood to walk over to the painting, he’d leaped on her, first breaking her arm, then her jaw, then biting her mercilessly on the face. All this before Billy had even made it the few feet that separated them. Before Billy could subdue the patient, Grann had beaten Claire viciously, had his teeth on her throat. When Billy had been unable to pull Winston away, Billy had delivered a blow to Winston’s head that proved fatal. She had no memory of the event, which in extreme trauma was not unusual.


  “I think you just have to be there, Claire,” said Will now. “No one expects you to remember.”


  Will helped her get into the shower, pick out her outfit; he made her a smoothie, which she gratefully drank. By the time they were heading out, she felt better. She always told her patients to get up in the morning, get dressed, be sure to eat well. Just these simple things can reconnect you to the world, create a momentum toward wellness and normalcy.


  The day was bright, leaves on the trees an aggressive green, sky a crystalline blue. The colors seemed to pulsate and swirl, mesmerizing Claire.


  Will was talking as he drove. Unfortunately, Archie was talking, too, so she couldn’t hear Will. This was another thing she’d stopped telling people, that she could still hear Archie’s voice.


  “Okay?” said Will as they pulled into the office complex and found a spot.


  “Okay,” she said, even though she had no idea what Will had said.


  It wasn’t a court hearing, just a conference room with a long oak table. Billy would defend his actions to the supervisory board to determine if he’d acted appropriately. No criminal charges were being brought.


  Will waited outside and Claire entered alone. The room was bright, and Billy looked stuffed into his blue suit, stiff with nerves. But he smiled when he saw Claire, rose to greet her.


  “Dr. Allen,” he said. “Thank you for coming.”


  He took her into a gentle embrace. “Thank you,” she said. “Thank you for saving my life.”


  “I’m sorry this happened to you,” he said. “I’m sorry I didn’t move faster.”


  “You did everything you could.”


  Billy took his seat next to his lawyer, a small, elegantly featured woman with dark skin and a flowing wave of black hair. Claire’s own lawyer, Martin Gonzalez, was there, as well—hair graying, suit impeccable, a bold red tie. She sat in the chair he pulled out beside him.


  A slim young man who identified himself as Dr. Bruce Shaw, the head of the review board for the hospital, began the questioning. Claire struggled to maintain her focus as the hearing began. The room was overwarm. Outside, trees swayed. The sky looked to be darkening.


  They’ll never understand what happened. Not really, Archie whispered.


  “Dr. Allen rose,” Billy said. Claire snapped back at the mention of her name. “And walked around her desk. She seemed to be looking at the painting that was hanging behind Winston Grann.”


  “What were you doing, Dr. Allen?” asked Dr. Shaw. His wire-rimmed glasses reflected the sun coming in the window.


  “The painting—it looked odd,” she said. “I was drawn to it.”


  She hated how wobbly she sounded, how unsatisfactory was her statement. It earned some frowns around the table.


  “Odd how?” Dr. Shaw pressed.


  “Can we keep the questioning to the matter at hand?” asked Martin.


  Shaw gave a terse nod. “Go on, Mr. Jenkins.”


  “And as Dr. Allen passed by Winston Grann, his restraints fell away, and he attacked the doctor.”


  “His restraints fell away.”


  “He apparently had a small piece of metal in his mouth, which he used to pick the locks.”


  “While you and Dr. Allen were both present in the room?”


  “Apparently,” said Billy, looking down at his hands. It was hard to understand how any of it had happened. Claire noticed that Billy had bitten his nails to the quick. Anxiety. He had a wife and a young son. He couldn’t afford to lose his job, or have the taint of wrongdoing prevent him from getting another one. She had to help him.


  “What happened next?” asked Shaw.


  “When I was unable to pull Grann off of Dr. Allen—”


  “You were unable to pull him off. Mr. Jenkins, you’re six foot four and weigh in at”—Shaw looked down at his notes, pushed up his glasses—“two hundred and twenty pounds. Mr. Grann was under five foot five, weighed one hundred and thirty pounds, and led a mostly sedentary life.”


  Billy nodded, rubbed at the crown of his head. “That’s right. But he was, like, locked on to her. I couldn’t pull him away. And there was so much blood. It was . . . slippery.”


  “So what did you do?”


  “I used my club and I hit him in the head, hoping he would lose consciousness. Which he did.”


  “And his life. He lost his life.”


  Billy nodded, stricken. “I had to save Dr. Allen. He was killing her. That’s what I was thinking, that I just had to get him to let go of her.”


  There was more back-and-forth between the lawyers and Shaw. But Archie was laughing, so it was hard to concentrate.


  “Dr. Allen, you’ve given a statement about the attack, which we have here. You’ve stated that you don’t remember what happened.”


  “I’m sorry,” she said. “I don’t. But I have no doubt that Billy Jenkins acted in my defense and only used the force that was necessary to save my life. I’ve known him for five years, and his actions with patients have always been exemplary.”


  “And what about your actions?” asked Billy’s lawyer.


  “Dr. Allen’s behavior is not at question here,” said Martin quickly.


  “But she violated the hospital policy to stay as far away from Grann as possible. By walking around the desk, she instigated a violent criminal, and caused my client to use deadly force to save her life.”


  “This is not what we’re here to discuss,” said Martin.


  “A patient is dead, and my client could lose his job because Dr. Allen wanted to look at a painting.”


  “I take full responsibility,” Claire said. She would gladly take any punishment if it meant that Billy would be cleared of wrongdoing.


  “Claire,” said Martin, putting a hand on her arm.


  “Truly,” she said. She felt calm and focused, alert for the first time in a while. “It was my fault. I can’t explain what happened in that room. But I know Billy only acted to protect me. He should be commended, not reprimanded. I was the one who breached protocol, got distracted. Working with Winston Grann was a strain; maybe I wasn’t coping as well as I thought.”


  “My client has been through a lot,” said Martin, his hand still resting on her arm. “Let’s take a break.”


  “That’s not necessary,” said Shaw with an officious nod. “We have all we need for Mr. Jenkins’s review. We’ll be in touch about Dr. Allen’s.”


  


  “What were you thinking, Claire?” asked Martin outside. Will stood behind her, a bolstering hand on her shoulder.


  “I was thinking about Billy. He doesn’t deserve this.”


  “Neither do you,” Martin said. He had a kind face, warm eyes—not very lawyerly. He was more fatherly, which was why she liked him. She never knew her own father, but if she had, she’d want him to look at her just like that. “If they question your behavior, you could be in danger of losing your license to practice.”


  “That figures. I’m viciously attacked by a convicted serial killer, nearly killed, and I, and the man who defended me, are the ones in trouble.”


  Will put an arm around her, and she fought the urge to push him away; he crowded her. That was one of the things that had bothered her most. He hovered. She was cold, withholding—that was his complaint during their marriage. You’re always shutting me out.


  “It’s not fair; you’re right,” said Martin. “And if you cooperate with me, I can get you through this, and you’ll be back with your patients when you’re well.” He always sounded so sure of himself. His suits were impeccable and his cologne smelled like money.


  It doesn’t matter, whispered Archie. You’re done with all of this.


  “It doesn’t matter,” said Claire. Her own voice sounded distant and far away.


  Will and Martin exchanged a look of concern, which she pretended not to notice.


  “Let’s get you home,” said Will.


  “I’ll make some calls and we’ll regroup tomorrow, okay, Claire?” Martin’s voice had taken on the softness people use with children and the mentally ill.


  “Yes, of course.”


  Back at her house, Will made some tea and brought it to her where she sat on the window seat in the living room. They’d bought this house together when they were just married, in love. Although, maybe she’d never really loved him. Not as she should. He was just the first safe place she’d found. He was strong and solid, predictable and upright. All the things she’d loved at first later bored her to tears.


  He’d let her have the house. In fact, he’d given her everything she’d wanted—money wasn’t an issue for Will, or for her—and let her go without a fight. I love you, he’d told her. But I won’t beg you to love me back.


  “Talk to me,” he said now. “Tell me where you’re at.”


  Get rid of him, said Archie.


  “I’m okay,” she said. She tried for a smile, the muscles of her face aching. “Really. I just need some sleep.”


  “You don’t seem like—yourself, Claire. I mean, I know you’ve been through a horrific trauma. But—”


  He doesn’t know you, whispered Archie. I’m the only one who really knows you.


  “I just need the time and space to heal. You’re right; I’m not myself. I’m probably not going to be the person I was before. I’m working toward the new normal.”


  Will nodded vigorously, hands folded. “I want to be here for you.”


  “You are. You have been. Thank you.”


  She knew the words sounded cool, dismissive. Will pressed his full lips into a disappointed line. He looked tired. She flashed on a beach vacation they’d taken, where his skin had been brown from the sun and his golden curls were wild in the wind. They’d been happy then. Maybe she hadn’t loved him enough, but there had been plenty of good times. Lots of laughs. Great sex. She felt a tug back to him, to the person she was then.


  He’s dull, complained Archie. He bores me.


  “I’ll call you,” she said gently. “As soon as I wake up.”


  “I’ll bring you breakfast.”


  “That would be great,” she said, smiling. She reached out her hand, and he rose to take it. “You’ve always been so good to me.”


  “I love you,” he said, raising her hand to his lips. “That hasn’t changed. It won’t.”


  She looked down, the words sticking in her throat. He let go of her hand, smiling sadly.


  “You don’t have to say it. It doesn’t matter. See you tomorrow.”


  From her perch, she watched him disappear down the walk, relief mingling with sadness. She imagined herself leaping up and running out the door, stopping him as he backed out of her driveway. Don’t go. Please. Something’s happened to me. Something I can’t understand. I’m afraid. But she didn’t do that. The part of her that wanted to was bound and gagged; her limbs felt filled with sand.


  As soon as she lost sight of him, the afternoon sun seemed to disappear from the sky, and the room darkened, everything cast in shadow. And there was Archie, sitting easily on the chair by the fireplace. She rose to greet him, and he moved toward her, seeming to glide. Then he surrounded her like smoke, a twisting black cloud that engulfed and swallowed her until she didn’t exist at all.


  

5.
  

What now?


  Matthew woke to what he thought was the sound of his wife moving furniture. A long scraping, like a chair being dragged across the hardwood floor. But when he turned over in the bed, she was sound asleep beside him. He envied her. Samantha was a woman who, no matter what might be happening in their lives, fell immediately to sleep and slept like a stone for eight solid hours. She was hard to rouse, which was why he’d never imagined she’d hear the phone when Sylvia had called late last night.


  He listened now. Silence.


  He almost drifted off, then startled awake, hearing it again.


  This time it went on a little longer, sounded more like the moan of wood under pressure, and he climbed out of bed. The house was full of strange noises, that weird hum, creaks and snaps, sighs, doors swinging open, drafts. But he wasn’t afraid of Merle House. They had a relationship he’d nearly forgotten—he and this place. It wasn’t a good relationship, but they understood each other. Or so he liked to think.


  Avery March seemed confident that she could sell the place—as a curiosity, or a bed-and-breakfast, or, earning an enthusiastic nod from Samantha, a writers’ retreat. She hadn’t brought up the old abandoned building deep on the property, though she must know about it. He certainly wasn’t going to mention it to Samantha, because then he’d have to take her out there. And that wasn’t going to happen. If he wanted to discuss it with March, he’d have to find a way to talk to her alone.


  Meanwhile, there was a punch list of huge repairs he had to do, from replacing the HVAC to fixing the leaks in the roof, installing a security system for theft, fire, and carbon monoxide, and a raft of other things from floor to paint to landscaping.


  It’s not rocket science, Samantha had said after March left. We’ll learn how to do some of it on YouTube. And there’s no rush, right?


  No rush. They were living off their savings. He’d be lucky to ever get another university job. His book, the one he’d been working on for years, had been rejected by five publishers and counting. Jewel, who was going to school online, would probably graduate before they’d expected; she’d made it clear she couldn’t wait to get away from them (him), and the plan had always been NYU. Samantha didn’t think about money. She figured when they needed it, it would just appear. He didn’t share her faith.


  And now this scraping noise. Any strange noise in a house meant money down the drain.


  He walked down the hall toward Jewel’s room. He found her sprawled on her bed in a T-shirt and underwear, earbuds in, night-light glowing pink, covers kicked to the floor. He walked in to pick up her comforter and cover her. She sighed and rolled in her sleep.


  “Hi, Daddy,” she breathed, sounding exactly like she had when she used to love him. When she was small and rode on his back and thought his Donald Duck impression was the most hilarious thing in the world. Never had any human being ever looked at him with so much adoration and wonder. Maybe that little person was still in there, trapped inside the teenager who looked at him lately as though he were something she wanted to scrape off her shoe.


  “Hi, bunny,” he whispered.


  But she was as sound a sleeper as her mother. She pulled the covers around her until she disappeared into their fluff.


  There it was again, the scraping. Downstairs. Or was it up?


  The hallways, the three stories, the endless rooms, most of which had stood untouched for years—decades—not to mention the back passageways behind walls, the hidden stairways to half stories with abbreviated, low-ceilinged spaces, the dumbwaiters long rusted and long unused, except by mice and rats. Sounds traveled in strange ways, bounced around.


  “Some eccentric person might consider this a living art project,” enthused Avery March, as they’d made their way through the maze of Merle House.


  “Some mental patient,” said Jewel, who had come along for the tour, apparently to add commentary. She had been largely ignored, though March had seemed to find her amusing.


  “No, you’re right,” gushed Samantha. “Merle House is a special place. It just needs some attention. Some love.”


  Samantha was already in love.


  He could see that; he knew how this house, this land, had a way of glamouring a certain type of person, weaving its way into their psyche. He’d seen it first with Claire, his childhood friend and, truth be told, first love—though of the innocent-never-went-anywhere-crush-type love. They stayed in touch; she was a psychiatrist now, some big job, a researcher into criminal psychology. He’d followed her career, read her work. She often asked about Merle House, his grandfather. But they never talked about what had happened here, or about Havenwood. Apparently, she’d filed it away too. Things they couldn’t explain and would rather forget.


  He wound down the long staircase to the foyer and stood beneath the gigantic chandelier, listening. The dusty crystal pieces tinkled in the draft he felt on the back of his neck. A sigh. The house was so drafty it seemed to breathe sometimes.


  There it was again. This time sounding more like a moan of pleasure.


  He followed it to the old man’s study and pushed inside.


  Matthew had commandeered this room, which smelled of must, stale tobacco, and woodsmoke, as his own. With its tall windows and walls of bookshelves, the big old desk, the plush couch before a grand fireplace, and all the files and years of journals on the house, Merle family history, it felt like the control center of the place. His laptop on the surface of the desk was the only nod to the modern world.


  He paused a moment in the doorway, heart thudding.


  On the couch lay Sylvia, nude, her body glowing in the moonlight. She was propped up on one elbow, watching him with eyes that looked black but that he knew to be blue.


  “Matthew,” she whispered. “I think about you all the time.”


  He approached her, his body coming alive, eyes drinking in the dip of her waist, the fullness of her thighs, the luscious teardrops of her breasts.


  “Sylvia.”


  “Did you miss me?”

  
  


  When she’d turned up at his office that night months ago, she’d primly taken a seat in the chair beside his desk. It was a tiny room, barely larger than a walk-in closet.


  “What can I do for you, Miss Rowan?”


  He’d slid his chair as far away from her as possible, hitting the windowsill. What had she talked about? He didn’t even remember, distracted as he was by the way the light glinted in the fire of her hair, by the delicate turn of her neck, the scent—was it lily?—that seemed to waft off her.


  “I see the way you look at me,” she said suddenly.


  “I’m sorry?” he said, pretending he didn’t understand.


  “I see it,” she said, a slight smile on her pink lips. “Matthew, I think about you all the time.”


  A flush rose to her cheeks. He cleared his throat.


  “I’m married, Miss Rowan. Happily married.”


  He pointed to a picture of Samantha and Jewel, both of them looking sun-kissed and gorgeous, laughing on the beach. She glanced at it, then back to him with that stunning blue gaze.


  “You’re sweating.”


  He was sweating. He wiped at his forehead with the sleeve of his denim shirt.


  “Miss Rowan,” he said, summoning his professor voice. “If you didn’t come here to talk about your work, then I’ll have to ask you to leave.”


  God, he wanted her. He wanted to close the door to his office and bend her over his desk. He wanted her flesh under his hands. He wanted to bury his face in her hair. And he wanted other things, things he wouldn’t dare acknowledge. They locked eyes; she saw his desire and smiled.


  She fished something out of her bag and slid it across his desk. A card. Just her name, Sylvia, and her number printed simply in black sans serif on cream card stock. Very old school in this digital age. He liked that about her. That she wore a watch. That, in class, she took notes in a notebook, not on a laptop.


  “If you change your mind, just call me. Anytime.”


  He didn’t reach to touch it, and she glided from the room, leaving her delicious scent behind. He sat there, vibrating, a deep discomfort in his groin, guilt gnawing at his heart. Wasn’t it still cheating to want someone with such intensity, even if you never touched her? With Samantha at home, diagnosed a few months ago with very early-stage breast cancer.


  There’d been surgery, no chemo (thank God). But she was in her third week of radiation treatments, keeping it from most of their friends and Jewel because she didn’t want people to worry. She’d be okay, most likely, but the treatment and recovery was a hard road. She cried at night, so tired, so traumatized, and he held her tight.


  And here he was getting a hard-on during office hours for his too-young and brazen comp lit student.


  Matthew, I think about you all the time.


  Honestly, Matthew knew he wasn’t that good looking. He was okay; he had a decent build, a full head of wavy, dark hair. Samantha said he had the eyelashes of a girl, which didn’t sound like a compliment, but she swore it was. He was an uneasy runner, really a bit too big for it. He wasn’t the kind of guy who had his undergraduates swooning, usually. What did she see in him? It was a bit of an ego boost.


  He sat there for too long after Sylvia had gone, just staring at the card. He swept it into his wastebasket, and when no one else showed for office hours, he packed up his stuff.


  But before he left, he lifted the card out of the bin and shoved it in his bag. He never intended to call her. Just—maybe he’d look at it when he wasn’t feeling great about himself.


  That would have been the end of it, or should have been. But Sylvia couldn’t let it go.

  
  


  Now, here she was sprawled on the couch of his grandfather’s office. Impossible.


  The door slammed shut behind him, and the room seemed to fill with a kind of strange fog. He could hear only the wild beating of his heart. The door locked; he heard the click. Again, impossible.


  But he had his mind on other things. Sylvia leaned back and spread her legs, moved her hand between her thighs.


  Matthew, she breathed, arching her back, please.


  He went to her, took her delicate, youthful body into his arms. God, it was so good, the cream of her flesh, the taste of her skin, the silk of her hair. He was nude as well, pajama bottoms fallen away at some point.


  She sighed with pleasure, dug her nails into the flesh of his back. He buried himself deep into her heat, her arms tight around him, her breath hot in his ear. The release of all those months of wanting. He shuddered with the depth of his pleasure. Disappeared into it, into her.


  But then she seemed to grow hard in his arms. When he pulled back to look at her, her eyes were blank, whites turned a horrible red, black bruising on her beautiful throat, her mouth open in a silent scream.


  He leaped away from her. “I’m sorry. Oh my God, Sylvia, I’m so sorry.”


  “Matthew.”


  He wept then with all his terrible regret. Why couldn’t she just have let it go, let him go.


  “Matthew.”


  Awake. Naked. Sprawled on his grandfather’s couch. Fingers of moonlight playing on the carpet, outside the tall trees swaying in a stiff wind. Samantha standing at the door, one hand on the frame, another on her hip. He knew that look. That mingle of anger and pain, underscored by disgust and disappointment.


  “Matthew,” she said. “You’re . . . dreaming.”


  He sat up quickly, embarrassed. He reached for a throw pillow to cover himself.


  “You were yelling,” she said.


  “Was I?” He rubbed at his head, his eyes. He was dreaming. Sylvia. It was just a dream. Relief flooded him. He’d never touched her, not like that. I never cheated on you, Sam, not really. “Did I wake you?”


  She raised her eyebrows at him.


  “What’s going on with you, Matthew?”


  Oh, I don’t know. I was falsely accused of sexually assaulting a student. I was fired from my job as a result of those unfounded accusations. We lost our beloved house—well, had to sell it because of that, had to move because in the current climate an accusation was a guilty verdict. Then, at the moment when we weren’t sure what we’d do next, we received this “inheritance”—my family home, which is a behemoth of need and disrepair that we may never be able to sell. So here we were at Merle House with no place else to go, money disappearing at an alarming pace. That’s what’s going on with me, Sam.


  “Nothing,” he said instead, because she knew it better than anyone. “I’m good.”


  “You’re good,” she said flatly. She tossed him his pajama bottoms. “I found these on the stairs.”


  “Thanks.”


  The moment expanded; she sighed in the darkness. Had she heard him call out Sylvia’s name?


  “I’m sorry, Sam,” he said. “For all of it.”


  She came to sit beside him on the couch. “I know you are.”


  Hadn’t they just had this conversation? Hadn’t they had it a million times? He hoped one day, after enough penance, to hear actual forgiveness. Instead he heard her resignation, her acceptance that he was far less than the man she had once believed him to be, but that she still, for some reason, stayed by him. Still loved him? Maybe.


  “We’ll get to the other side of this,” he said.


  “Maybe we’re already here.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “Merle House,” she said. “Maybe it’s home.”


  He almost laughed; Merle House had its ways of luring, seducing, enveloping.


  You can’t have her, he told the house. We’re not staying here.


  This time the scraping noise was so loud they both startled at the sound.


  “What the hell was that?” asked Samantha, grabbing his arm.


  “Old houses,” he said easily. “They just make noises.”


  He’d come here thinking he would have the upper hand because he’d escaped it once. He knew better than to fall for its tricks. Merle House would give him Sylvia every night, if that was what he wanted.


  What, he wondered, was it giving Samantha?


  

6.
  

Derisive laughter woke Claire from the depth of her sleep.


  Ha ha! Ha ha!


  Mocking, superior. The sound of someone making fun of her, cruelly taunting. The room was dark, but probably it was close to dawn.


  Tap, tap, tap.


  A sound at her window. She rose to pull back the curtains, and there on the branch outside sat a giant crow, mouth open, throat undulating.


  Ha ha! Ha ha!


  Claire regarded him a second, the big shadowy visitor, cast in relief by the milky light of sunrise. Claire knocked on the glass. “Go away,” she said.


  He stared, beady eye blinking, shifting from foot to foot. He flapped his wings, looking right at her.


  She knocked again, harder. “Get lost!”


  This time he flapped away, cawing angrily. She stood a moment, watching the sun climb higher, painting the sky a cotton-candy pink. As she watched the pastel color show, she felt something she hadn’t felt in a while—a glimmer of hope. The combination of drugs Dr. Bold had prescribed had her sleeping better, seemed to be keeping visits from Archie at bay. She was feeling more solid—more herself.


  The road back was long, she knew. Her license to practice had been temporarily suspended because of what Dr. Bold had diagnosed as her psychotic break due to extreme trauma. She was in twice-weekly therapy, her research all but abandoned. Her physical injuries were still troubling her, but she felt stronger. She saw the light at the end of the tunnel. Yeah, there’s a light at the end of the tunnel; it’s just that it’s an oncoming train. Archie had been relegated to a whisper in the back of her consciousness. She ignored him.


  She made her bed. Put on her running clothes and headed out into the chill. The trees whispered, and her footfalls echoed in the quiet. By the time she hit the trailhead, she was in the zone, movements and breath in a synchronous pump. She’d do a five-mile loop, and when she was done, she’d feel calm, clear.


  The days and weeks behind her were making a terrible kind of sense. She’d been viciously attacked by one of her patients. Unable to process the trauma, she’d created a dreamlike scenario to make it understandable—a kind of confabulation. Somehow, in that moment, her psyche had seen fit to return her to an unexplained, unresolved trauma from her childhood. The very reason she was studying men like Winston Grann to begin with. It all made sense to her now. The pressure of her work, the repressed memories of her past, the violent attack; it was like a psychic Molotov cocktail that had set fire to her life.


  Physician, heal thyself.


  And Archie was some dark construct, the shadow. Dr. Bold was a Jungian analyst as well as a clinical psychiatrist. They’d spent a lot of time talking about Archie, trying to understand what function he served in her psyche.


  “When did he first appear to you, Claire?” Dr. Bold had asked when Claire had no choice but to admit to her what was happening.


  “The summer I turned sixteen,” she’d said. “But that wasn’t his name. He didn’t have a name.”


  “Where were you?”


  “I had a friend named Matthew. He only came to town for the summer, to stay with his grandfather in this huge old mansion they called Merle House. It had a million rooms, and these crazy hidden passageways between, an attic filled with antiques, a basement that seemed to go on for miles, and acres of woods, and gardens that had gone to seed. And we spent so much time exploring it, discovering all its secrets.”


  She still remembered those days, long and warm, filled with friendship and easy laughter. They climbed and explored, swam in the lake.


  “We?”


  “Matthew, Ian, Mason, and I—my friends then.”


  They had been summer friends, really; when the days started to shorten and the air grew chill, Matthew went home. She might get the occasional email from him, or see him if his family came for Christmas. Ian lived in town, but he went to a different school so they almost never saw each other except at games and at the Halloween social.


  Mason was at the same high school, but they moved in different circles, were on a different track—she was an honor roll student; he was in a vocational program, learning a trade.


  Sometimes they passed in the hall, and each of them would give a low-profile wave. But it was like they all lived on different planets until Matthew came back, and the freedom of summer let them shift off their school-year selves.


  “We were playing hide-and-seek,” she’d said. “And I wound up in the basement.”


  “You weren’t afraid to go into the basement alone?”


  “No,” said Claire. “I was never afraid at Merle House before that.”


  The sky grew lighter as she ran, the trail seeming to rise up before her. Once she hit her stride, she could run forever, legs and heart and lungs working together to create a nearly effortless lift from the ground, her mind going blissfully blank.


  “What happened to make you afraid?” Dr. Bold had asked.


  Claire had gone down the stairs, planning to hide in the cupboard underneath the staircase. It was musty and filled with boxes; once they’d found a dead rat.


  It was widely accepted that Claire was the bravest and the boldest among them—she always raced to the rope swing over the lake first, reached the highest branches, was first to crawl into the dark spaces. She wasn’t afraid of rats, or old houses, or really anything then. She had a flashlight and a magazine folded in her pocket. She was planning to settle in for a good long hide. But when she got to the bottom of the stairs, she saw a light coming from the far edge of the space, as if it was shining from underneath a closed door. There was a tinny strain of music—jazz.


  They’d been in the basement lots of times before. Though it was large, there wasn’t much to it, and she didn’t remember a separate room with a door. It didn’t seem like the same place she’d explored with Matthew, Ian, and Mason; it was different, the way sometimes in dreams things were all turned around and confused.


  She found herself walking toward the space, and as she went, that same strange fog descended, surrounding her. She breathed it and felt light-headed, high. She was lifted out, just like when she was inside the painting, as if she’d entered another world that was always right there but invisible, out of reach for anyone else. She moved through the fog, even though distantly she knew she shouldn’t. She could hear the boys thundering around upstairs, calling her name, but she had no voice. She just kept walking until she was at a door that stood ajar. She pushed it open.


  There was a tall, slim man dressed in black, standing over a high table, his back to her. The music—she’d sought it out over the years but never found anything that sounded even remotely like it—had grown loud, and the man at the table didn’t hear the creaking of the door, or didn’t respond to it.


  Run, a voice in her head commanded.


  But instead she just kept walking inside, drawing closer. On the table she saw two feet in red Converse sneakers, attached to a pair of pale, skinny legs.


  “Claire,” said the man, his back still to her. Closer now, she could see that he had thick dark hair pulled into a ponytail at the base of his neck, that his suit was fine, nicer than anything she’d seen her father wear. That his shoes were shiny. “I’ve been wondering when I’d see you again.”


  Run, the voice commanded again.


  Claire, you win. Come out. Matthew’s voice through the floorboards.


  But she couldn’t. It was as if there were a chain from her solar plexus, pulling her forward. She saw a face, the still and peaceful face of a girl she thought she knew. From where? School? Bible class? The girl was lying on the table, and Claire felt the strong urge to help her up from where she lay and take her home, where she surely belonged.


  “Stop,” she said. “I need to take her home.”


  “Too late, Claire.”


  When he turned, his smile was full of blood, and in the palms of his cupped hands there was a beating human heart. She heard the familiar rhythm of its thumping and realized it matched her own.


  “You and I will meet again,” the man said.


  And Claire started to scream, and scream, but he just laughed, and the room spun and the fog turned to smoke, blinding her, filling her mouth and nose.


  Matthew flew down the stairs, found Claire lying on the basement floor. There was no man, no girl, no blood, no beating heart. Near a workbench at the far end of the basement, a light had been left on. A radio was playing white noise, and Ian switched it off, while Matthew helped Claire from the basement and upstairs into the light. She tried to tell them what she’d seen, but it sounded as silly and nonsensical as a dream. A pale man with a ponytail, a beating heart in his hands. A girl on a table. The fog. She had thought they’d laugh at her, but no one did.


  “That was the summer that a girl you knew disappeared?” asked Dr. Bold.


  “That’s right.”


  Even before her attack, Claire and Dr. Bold had talked about the disappearance of Amelia March many times, identified this event as the event that compelled Claire to pursue her career, a deep wish to help the girl who was on that table, and if not her, then other girls like her who slip through the cracks in the world, or who fall prey to the predators that walk among us. The mystery of what happened to Amelia March was still unsolved. A tall, skinny girl with dark hair, last seen wearing a T-shirt and shorts, and a pair of red Converse sneakers. Just gone.


  “Had her disappearance been occupying your thoughts, before that night?” asked Dr. Bold.


  “People were talking about it. So it had been on my mind, yes. I’d had some nightmares of being pursued, a shadow at my heels, falling down a well.”


  “Did you perhaps fall asleep while you were hiding?”


  “I don’t think so, but maybe.”


  “In the past, you’ve called him the Dark Man. Is that right? Where did that name come from?”


  “The next day, when Mason turned up for the first time that summer. He was the one who told us all about the Dark Man.”

  
  


  Claire completed the five-mile loop and came to a stop at the trailhead, walking a circle to cool off, checking her time, distance, and heart rate on the device strapped to her wrist. Her tether, as Will—the ultimate Luddite—liked to call it. Pretty decent. She was getting stronger.

  

  Back at the house, she made coffee, a breakfast of eggs and avocado. She had Dr. Bold in a few hours, had promised Will they could have lunch, but for now she would try to catch up on email. She felt . . . almost normal.


  After breakfast, she logged on to her computer and found a note from her lawyer, informing her that Billy had been found faultless by the review board. “The board,” he wrote, “also declines further investigation of your conduct. Meanwhile, Winston Grann’s family, what little there is of it, has opted not to press any charges against Billy, the hospital, or you. This is good news, Claire. When you’re well, you can return to your work.”


  It was good news, but it landed flat, like so many things these days. Trauma could do that, make things seem distant and dull. Still, deep inside, something jangled. She took a sip of her coffee, watched the sunlight streaming through the window, dappling the desktop.


  Winston Grann’s family.


  They’d talked at length about his abusive mother, his absent father, both now deceased. So to what family was her lawyer referring?


  She opened the search engine and entered Winston Grann’s name. His crimes were a decade old, but there was still plenty of information from news articles, podcasts, true crime bloggers.


  She scrolled through, as she must have done before, when she’d first started working with him, just to get a clear idea of his deeds. It was an ugly catalog, to be sure. But she kept reading and reading. The morning wound on, as Claire went deeper down the rabbit hole of Winston Grann’s life until she found the thing she was chasing. There was an article about Winston Grann, written years ago, that detailed the crimes of other members of his family. Apparently, the Granns had a long history of violence, as did another branch of the family, the Brandts.


  Staring at the screen, she drew in a deep and shuddering breath. Of course, she thought. How had she not connected the dots before? Surely Dr. Bold would call it out as repression, tag it as one of the subconscious reasons she’d kept working with Winston when she should have walked away.


  The light in the room changed, and Claire’s coffee had gone cold. She sat with it all.


  Finally, her email pinged, and the sound, though soft, seemed to echo. She switched windows, and in her in-box, she was surprised to see the name Matthew Merle, as if she’d somehow conjured it. And she wasn’t surprised. Because hadn’t she known on some level that this was coming? Hadn’t it always been coming?


  The subject line: Back at Merle House.


  They’d stayed in touch over the years, mainly via social media. She knew he was married, with a daughter. He’d recently left his tenured professorship, suddenly, which didn’t happen without a reason. But she didn’t know what had happened. She still thought about Matthew, her first crush, that last summer together.


  As she read, the sun outside moved behind the clouds, and the room grew darker. Matthew had moved his family into Merle House, hoping to fix it up and sell it. Anyway, he wrote, some things have come up. Questions. He wondered if she’d come for a visit. Maybe they all needed some closure, as he put it. It seemed like a strange request, and yet, it wasn’t.


  And she found that, yes, she did in fact want to go back for a visit.


  The fog descended and swirled, taking her breath as she read. When she was done, Archie was lounging on the couch, feet up, leaning on one elbow and wearing an easy smile.


  The barely healed bite on her neck started to ache.


  “Claire,” he said, his voice low and dulcet. “You didn’t think a few meds and some daily exercise were going to get rid of me, did you?”


  “No,” she admitted, her voice just a whisper.


  “It’s time for us to go home.”


  He was right, of course. She was always going to go back to Merle House. And to Havenwood. It had only ever been a matter of when. She saw that now. Claire quickly tapped out a response, then rose to start packing.


  

7.
  

Why were her parents still married? Most of Jewel’s friends were the children of divorce, shuttling between homes, splitting holidays, getting tons of stuff—iPads, swag from Supreme, clothes from Neiman Marcus—from guilty dads who had hot young wives and new babies. Jenna had even gotten a Vespa (which her mother wouldn’t let her ride, but still!). Why did her mom stay with her dad? He was not her equal in looks or intelligence. He’d cheated on her. When she had cancer. Of course, he swore his innocence. But no one believed him—especially not Jewel.


  She watched her parents from the window as they walked hand in hand out to the barn with Avery March, whom Jewel liked to think of as Lurch. Taller than her dad, with wide shoulders and longish gray-black hair, the Realtor moved beside them with an odd loping gait. There was something wrong with that person. The woman had secrets, was running some kind of an agenda known only to her. And neither of Jewel’s parents could see it because they were so desperate to sell this place.


  I hate him, she typed into the text chain she was having with Eldon. Her nails were a wreck, the polish chipping, her cuticles ragged; she hadn’t had a manicure since they’d come to Hurl House, which was what she thought of this dump. It made her want to hurl.


  No you don’t, Eldon wrote back. He’s your dad. You might be mad at him. But you don’t hate him.


  How do you know?


  Because sometimes I get so mad at my dad that I think I hate him. And then by dinner we’re joking around about something again. And then I feel bad for hating him, because he’s just—my dad.


  Did he cheat on your mother, lose his job, and move you from your life to the middle of nowhere?


  Uh, no.


  Okay then.


  Hang in there, okay? Things will get better.


  She shouldn’t even be talking to Eldon—because she had no idea who he was. She’d met him on Red World, a shooter/world-building game, the new thing everyone was on now. Eldon had been invited to the group, which included most of her friends from Florida—he was a friend of a friend, she guessed. He’d bailed her out a couple of times in the game, once healing a wound with his virtual bandages, once carrying her after she’d been shot.


  After that they’d started chatting, and after a couple of weeks they’d exchanged numbers in private messages—which was like a never do. Internet Safety 101. But they’d only ever texted.


  She hadn’t told him anything about herself, really, not where she lived, not her social media; no FaceTime, no voice calls. He never pressed for that and she never offered. He could be anyone—a fifty-year-old sex predator in Scottsdale, a twelve-year-old boy in Tampa, a lonely lesbian in Oslo. Or he could be a Chris Hemsworth look-alike who would one day ride in on a Harley and take her away from the mess her parents had made of her life.


  Not knowing was one of the nice things about their relationship. It was kind of distilled, purified to its essence, stripped of all the uncomfortable details of real life. He could be anyone. It didn’t matter at all. He was just Eldon—whom she liked. He was kind, smart, and always there. Still, she’d had too many lectures about internet predators not to be leery, and she was careful not to share too much.


  Okay, maybe she’d slipped up just one time? In a torrent of complaints she’d issued about the weird town they’d moved to, she might have mentioned the town name, but not the state. And he was like: In New York? That’s not too far from me. But she hadn’t answered, and he’d never brought it up again. He was cool like that. Picking up on boundaries and respecting them.


  Lurch and her parents stopped and turned back toward the house for a second, her mom pointing at something. Then they disappeared inside the barn. At just that moment, she heard something. A slam. Then the sound of something heavy being dragged across the floor. She’d heard it before; they all had. Its origin was unknown, and it freaked her out every time. Old houses, said her dad, they just make noises. Did they, though?


  Her phone pinged: You still there?


  She kept her eyes on her open door.


  Have you ever seen a ghost?


  No. I don’t think so . . . Have you?


  I think this house is haunted. Or, like, it’s alive or something. There’s an energy.


  Okay. Cool.


  Yeah, maybe.


  Are you scared?


  Sometimes.


  Maybe you should call an exorcist. That’s a real thing, you know.


  That seemed like kind of a creepy thing to say, didn’t it? Was he making fun of her? She wanted to go suddenly.


  So she typed: gtg ttyl


  See ya.


  Which he probably wouldn’t. They might never see each other in the flesh. That was the beauty of the internet. Relationships without the real-world complications.


  Jewel dropped her phone on her bed and headed down the grand winding staircase, past the portraits of a younger version of her father, the grandmother she’d never met, her grandfather. Oil paintings, the subjects stiff and odd looking, shooting for grandeur but falling somewhat short of that. The eyes, though. Whoever the painter was, the signature illegible, had a gift for eyes that seemed to leap off the canvas. She made a point not to look back as she walked through the tall foyer and out the front door.


  She was headed to the barn, but then she saw someone standing at the edge of the woods.


  A girl, a teenager in jean shorts and T-shirt and a pair of red Converse sneakers, stood in the trees. Wow. Did she look vaguely familiar? Maybe she was cool. Jewel lifted her hand in a tentative wave.


  When the stranger disappeared, Jewel followed. A bird chirped in the tree above her, and she looked up to see a little sparrow tilting his head quizzically.


  Into the woods.


  She’d been tromping around here since they’d arrived. She liked the quiet, how the trees went on forever and ever. She’d grown up in a neighborhood where houses were right next to each other, always a neighbor outside washing the car, or skateboarding up the street, or at the mailbox, or dropping by. There was a bustle, an energy to that life—block parties, coordinated holiday decorating, kids playing kickball in the street, on the corner waiting for the school bus.


  Here there was no one. Ever. Just the weird groundskeeper, Peter, whom she’d barely seen, but who spent long hours in conversation with her father. So it was a novelty to see someone who looked roughly her own age. She didn’t realize until that moment how lonely she was. Desperate, in fact, for a real-world conversation that didn’t involve her parents.


  “Hey,” she called out when she caught sight of the girl again. There was something odd about her. It was late autumn. She must be cold. Her skin was so pale it seemed to glow.


  Jewel kept moving through the woods, feeling the chill, wishing she’d put on her jacket. The girl was fast, obviously trying to get away.


  And finally she was gone.


  Where did she go?


  Jewel was alone in the woods. She kept walking in the same direction; she could still see the high roof of the house to her right.


  Finally she came to a clearing where there was a small graveyard, really just a tilting collection of stone crosses. Beyond that was the overgrown, tumbled-down walled garden with the big iron gate that stood open like an invitation. The last time she was in there, she’d come out with poison ivy. She’d wanted it to seem magical. But instead it was just a wreck, neglected and wild, borderline dangerous—like everything here.


  She stood, the wind whipping around her.


  At the edge of the graveyard, she felt like an intruder, as if she’d trespassed where she didn’t belong. But she did belong, because this was her family home, and most likely she was related to many of the people in that graveyard. The names and dates were worn down to illegibility. She wondered about the people buried there; she knew a little.


  There was quite a bit on the internet about Merle House, the land it was on, its history, some other abandoned old place deep on the property, which she hadn’t found yet and didn’t really think was real. She’d been doing lots and lots of reading about it all, and the town. She knew more than her mom did, for sure. And way more than her father knew she did.


  “What do you think of this place?”


  Jewel spun.


  The girl was right behind her. She wore a tattered 4-H T-shirt, and she was tall and stunning in the way of supermodels, her beauty something strange and luminous, almost fearful. She had a beauty mark under her right eye in the shape of an almost perfect heart.


  Jewel found she couldn’t answer, only stare into the depths of the girl’s amber eyes. She looked so familiar. Where had Jewel seen her before?


  The girl leaned in to whisper, “I never liked it here.”


  Then there was a man walking up behind the girl.


  He seemed to leak out of the darkness between the trees. He moved easily, his gait long and elegant. The sun dipped behind the clouds, and a fog descended, falling as suddenly as a curtain. It wrapped around the girl like smoke, drawing her away, her eyes growing wide.


  “Welcome home, Jewel,” said the man with the long dark hair and eyes as black and beady as a crow’s.


  The girl started to scream, and the sound filled Jewel with terror, and she started to scream, too, calling for her father.


  Dad! Dad! Daaadddy!


  The fog spun and grew thicker, and the man drew closer, until the world went dark around her. And then everything was gone.


  

  



  The story continues in part two of Lisa Unger’s HOUSE OF CROWS, Fog Descending.

  
  
 

  

  Read and listen for free with Prime and Kindle Unlimited.
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