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one

	Ellen Pilgrim was the only person who mattered in Annie Pilgrim’s world. The feeling was mutual for Ellen. Two strange peas in a harmonious little pod, surrounded by nature, wildlife, new beginnings.

	A rise to temperatures over the last thirty-six hours was a welcome uptick on the thermometer after winter had frosted and entombed their little world. Spring had come. Already, things were soft and mushy and reaching for the sun. 

	Ellen Pilgrim loved spring. The manure in the barn had gone to soup and the scent rode high and fresh, and even this harbored a pleasant vibe—that stink meant warmth, meant rebirth. Spackled with manure, she stomped toward the trailer in her big rubber boots and old, old Wrangler jeans. She and her fifteen-year-old daughter had been there all of Annie’s life—Annie being Ellen’s sole offspring.

	The trailer door swung with a screechy creak and Annie charged out in boots and dirty jeans. It was spring break, and the elements were aligning for it to be a good one. Unlike most girls in her class, Annie took after her mother and yet the larger world pecked its way into their lives.

	“Kids on the bus were talking about god,” Annie said.

	Ellen had turned back toward the barn, walking side-by-side with her daughter. “What about god?”

	Annie paused. “I guess…is there one?”

	“You asked me this before, when you were small. Answer’s still the same: if signs present themselves to you, begging you to follow, then you follow. If there’s a god and it wants you to know, I guess it’ll lead you.”

	Annie scratched her ear. Just outside the pen gate, she paused and said, “Did god ever give you a sign?”

	“No. And this world looks like one, big, happy accident to me. That doesn’t mean I’d ignore a sign from god, if one ever came to me.” 

	Ellen untwisted a piece of wire holding the gate closed. The thawed manure had run into the yard just beyond the pen and they had to lay down a bed of straw to keep the animals from getting sick. 

	“I see signs of natural beauty.” Ellen grinned at her daughter.

	Annie could’ve guessed the conversation would go this way. Her mother talked about signs all the time; signs and the majesty of the world around them. When folks worried about cellphones and reality TV, the Pilgrims worried about the trees, the soil, the water rushing coolly across their rented parcel of land. That stream satiated thirsty livestock. That stream also fed and nurtured an intense curiosity in Annie.

	Tiny worlds bubbled and rose beneath the obvious universe, where frogs, fish, and the odd otter passed. Like sediment layers; organisms budded, fighting for a way to become of the next layer, finite creatures eating and eaten by miniscule creatures. Hunters and cannibals tagging along, step after step. The remains of one layer fed the next layer, recycling endlessly—while humanity permitted it.

	“Won’t be long until we have some calves,” Ellen said. 

	They were both in the mucky pen, were both holding pitchforks, and were both shaking out golden strands of dusty straw from square bales. The cattle were cordoned in a side pen around the barn. They mooed a steady chorus of indefinable calls. 

	Annie enjoyed the calving season, though didn’t care to watch when the rented bull came in and aggressively impregnated the heifers and cows of the herd while simultaneously terrifying all the steers who’d been castrated and would eventually become burgers and roasts and steaks, though not physically by Pilgrim hands.

	Unlike the question of god, Annie recalled asking and the answer concerning her absent father. She’d asked it after a day in the first grade where all the students had to say what their parents did and Annie had only half an answer. Even the kids with unattached parents knew what both sides did. Ellen had explained, smirking wistfully at the memory, or, more likely, at her ignorance in youth.

	The first time it came up, they’d been sitting at the table in the trailer, eating tomato soup with grilled cheese sandwiches. Glasses of milk to wash it all down.

	“I wanted to try sex,” Ellen said. “All the girls talked about it pretty nearly constantly. I never saw the purpose outside procreation, but I got that there was a physical and a chemical attraction—it’s what makes the world go ‘round for mammals.” Ellen dunked her sandwich into her soup, spoke while chewing, to a captivated audience of one.

	“He’s Canadian, your father—” 

	“Sex is like what the animals do to make babies?” Annie said, her front teeth gone, causing her words to whistle and lisp.

	“The mammals, though most of the time it’s not so rough looking as the cattle…” Ellen carried on into longer description. Five years later, the topic resurfaced, and Ellen was more frank with her daughter, plates of spaghetti and garlic toast before them. “Sex is most teenagers’ favorite subject. It’s this whole deal: at school, in religions, on TV, and in books. Everywhere. Like I told you before, I was curious, but I wasn’t like everyone else. There’s a rule, you understand—I mean for everyone else. You love it or hate it. There’s no indifference. That’s how I thought maybe I’d missed something.”

	“Yeah, but…like, how did you meet my father, actually meet him?” Annie said. 

	This resurfacing of the subject was thanks to a boy from two grades ahead who had grabbed Annie’s butt while they rode home from school. 

	“Getting to it. It was real scientific, see? I’d heard enough stories and heard enough girls bragging about sex that it seemed simple enough to try. According to the girls in my classes—who were sex obsessed—guys were sex crazy, even more so, I mean. So, I asked this one girl who was in my home ec class—Marlene—and she said they were headed up north to Detroit for a weekend to go to the bar scene.”

	Annie picked at single noodles until she had one for each fork tine and then popped them into her mouth. She repeated this the entire time her mother got into the story, which was how it happened sometimes; her mother got right into subjects, her attention wholly focused until she saw the thing through. 

	“We got there and the first thing we did was go to the hotel room. I didn’t get it: four girls and only one bed. They said they’d all see each other in the morning. They pretty well ignored that I was there. They dolled up with lots of makeup and short skirts and tall cowboy boots. I didn’t have any of that stuff. I figured if the guys were so sex crazed, that stuff hardly mattered.

	“We got to this roadhouse bar in the middle of the city. Country music. Ugh, but there was lots of interesting stuff on the walls. We stepped past a line of guys trying to get in. That’s one thing there’ll never be equality in, women get free stuff if sex might come up and men have to pay—unless there’s someone like me doing a science experiment.”

	Annie cocked her head a little as she chewed the cool noodles. This conversation would forever bring country music to mind while eating macaroni.

	“Everybody was sweaty and drunk. Nobody cared about me and I didn’t really want to get puked on by somebody, so I went out for a smoke. The second I lit up, your father, who was out there and obviously needing the air, said, ‘pretty night, huh?’ He had an accent, which was kind of interesting. He was Canadian and talked a ton until I put it on him: ‘I want to have sex tonight because I’ve never done it. Do you want to have sex with me?’ He scoffed and started to stomp off. An image popped into my head: John Wayne from The Quiet Man when he grabs his dame and spins her. I did that and kissed him just like John Wayne. He put his tongue in my mouth and then followed me back to the rented room.”

	Ellen grinned at the memory.

	“Then what?” Annie said.

	“Sex was painful and sticky. I understand the interest now, but it didn’t seem worth all the trouble. After we were done, he talked for a while, mostly about some sport card thing going on and that being the reason he was in Detroit. I had to interrupt him by saying he couldn’t be there when my friends came back, so he left. Next morning, I didn’t feel like waiting for the others and hitchhiked back to Bonny.”

	Annie sat up straight. “You hitchhiked?”

	“Used to be more normal,” Ellen said and began shoveling tacky bunches of noodles into her mouth.

	“What’s his name?”

	Ellen looked up, cheeks bulging. “Are you looking to find him?” she said around the half-chewed food.

	“No, I just…I just want to know.”

	Ellen shrugged. “Austen Temple. His name is the most interesting thing about him.”

	After that, Austen Temple had become an inside joke between them. Ellen threatened to send Annie off to live in the Temple of Boredom with Austen. Other times Annie threatened to run away to Canada and be boring like her father. 

	“Now, ankle deep in cow shit,” Annie said, “Bedding is as exciting as Austen Temple.”

	Ellen squished and squashed her way out of the pen, leaving Annie with the pitchfork to spread the last of the bedding. “Better get going to the bank,” she said. 

	It was Monday and on Mondays, her bank closed at noon. She needed cash for the oil delivery man and the fish delivery man.

	“I might be in the bush when you get back,” Annie said.

	Ellen began jogging toward the trailer and a change of boots—folks gave a funny eye to a woman tromping manure everywhere. “I figured,” she called out over her shoulder.

	Annie was done spreading the last of the straw when her mother pulled fully out of the driveway. She hurried toward the house. She was open with her mother, but some stuff went blissfully unmentioned between them.

	 

	two

	Ellen grabbed the damp, cool handle and opened the Bronco’s door. The springs of the seat squeaked beneath her weight. The engine stuttered twice before turning over. The exhaust leak immediately filled the cab with scent, so she rolled the window down a crack. Soon enough she’d have to take it to the shop, though not the same month that she had to pay for the oil delivery. On delivery months—oil, cattle, chickens, feed—she and Annie ate a bit more rice, a bit more pasta, and put off anything non-essential.

	On the radio was a new song by Sam Smith, something about infidelity. Ellen left it. Most of what people listened to was beyond her experience, but she like melodies and nice voices. She looked left and then right. The Bronco rolled out the lane, and as she turned the wheel, she spotted a pale brown bump on her finger.

	“Uh-oh.”

	A cocoon. It had to have come from the Bronco’s handle. It would be pure luck if she hadn’t already doomed the inhabitant. Metamorphosis was a tricky game. 

	“Where’s good?” she said, holding the finger up like she was showing off a ring or letting the paint on a nail dry.

	She glanced from her finger to the road and back. The ridges of its wings had already formed beneath the semi-crusty membrane—that she could see through gave a little hope. It had already come a good distance on its journey to change. One of the universe’s miracles, potentially thwarted by a careless accident. Her left side tires rolled into the grass on the far side of the slim backroad and she righted the vehicle. She lifted her knee to the steering wheel and rooted in her purse for something to scrape the cocoon from her knuckle. She opened her cigarette pack and felt the rubber slide from gravel to grass once again, this time to the right. 

	“Dammit,” she whispered and took the wheel with her left hand, purse leaned against her hip. The cardboard edge of the Classic Red pack was just the thing and she reached across her thighs and into her purse. She lifted the pack. “Dangit,” she hissed, striking a pothole and bouncing. The cigarette pack was on the shotgun floor. She unbuckled and reached. A horn honked. She yanked the wheel into the grass. Dust flew about the Bronco as it skidded before eventually straightening and slowing.

	“Going to hurt somebody.” 

	As much as she appreciated wildlife and nature, a single butterfly’s transformation hardly seemed worth risking her life over. She kept her finger up and out until she got to the crossing highway. She stopped at this corner and stretched out for the cigarette pack. Her nail raked at the cardboard, pulling it closer. She shifted. There, she had it now, just about, was at the tip of her finger. The Bronco rolled forward. She jerked her foot, planting it hard on the brake pedal. 

	Pack in hand, she straightened and then tore a piece from the cardboard. A car had pulled up behind her. Music thumped from its trunk with an ugly vibration. 

	“Be patient, kid,” she said, not needing to so much as glance in her rearview. Edging slowly, she slid the cardboard under the cocoon, feeling the sticky body peel like a gooey bandage. The car honked. “Shut it. Magic happening up here.” 

	Cocoon free, she pulled out the ashtray from the cracked vinyl dash. She kept it clean, always ashing out the window and pocketing her butt. She slid the cardboard into the stainless-steel mouth just as the crunchy exterior of the cocoon began to throb with life.

	“Oh, wow,” she said.

	The car honked behind her.

	“Fine!”

	Without looking one way or the other, Ellen pulled out onto the highway. Up became down almost instantly. Bits of teeth freckled her bloody tongue. She blinked from where she lay, asphalt and broken glass beneath her cheek. The butterfly, rocked from its procedure, its wings too sticky yet, fell from the ashtray, onto Ellen’s face. It struggled like a dinosaur in a tarpit, but it was winning. Immobile, she watched it climb toward her eye.

	Outside, the loud car peeled away, and someone was having a one-sided conversation. The driver of the cattle truck that struck her. The Bronco was ticking and dripping. The butterfly pawed its gooey feet onto Ellen’s eyeball. 

	She did not blink as she was already fading toward death.

	 

	three

	Annie opened the gate to let the cattle into the bedded area, which included into the barn and beneath a jutting overhang that had once been an addition—it had crumbled decades earlier, leaving behind only a floor that had since been covered in sheet metal. The animals took a quick route to the desirable space, their hooves playing a clunking tattoo upon the cement.

	Chores done, Annie climbed the fence and cut across the yard to the hose tap. She upturned her face and closed her eyes to bask in the sun’s warmth as the frigid water ran against her rubbers, cleaning them. In early springtime, the creek was especially alive with new life. Now that the day was hers, she’d eat a sandwich, pilfer a few cigarettes from one of the open packs around the trailer, and head out to watch the world unfold. 

	Inside, she stripped to her bra and underwear, leaving the beshitted stuff in the hamper next to the washer. Bologna on rye with mustard eaten. Classic Reds in the pocket of her capris jeans—the package had only three left. Heavy cotton hoodie drooping to her thighs, Annie returned to her rubbers and took a few steps toward the pasture field. She stopped and turned back, sometimes she caught onto the start of something worth observing all the way through, and often meant several hours away. From the tiny closet by the door, she grabbed a denim jacket. 

	The trip from the trailer to the forest beyond the pasture took about ten minutes. Annie stretched it into fifteen as she scanned the forest floor for minute life. She lit up along the way. She knew that Ellen knew she stole cigarettes. Neither mentioned this fact. It was equal parts unhealthy—so far—and enjoyable for her. Besides, what could her mother say without being a hypocrite? 

	Across the open space and onto a trodden path next to the creek, the flow was quick with snowmelt. There was hope to catch a glimpse of a fish or a varmint, maybe a wayward otter. She’d seen an otter just once. Annie had stormed in through the door, smiling wide enough to make her cheeks sore, shouting about what she’d seen. Ellen stamped her foot once at the news and said, “Lucky duck!”

	Cool in the forest’s shadows, Annie put on her jacket before plunking down to sit on the tops of her rubber boots. The silt from the bottom of the creek had paled at the speed of the water, the stones were clean, and the water appeared cold and void of life. Looking and being were two very different states. She saw little worth seeing. 

	Annie took a final puff from her cigarette, squeezed off the red tip, and pocketed the filter. She headed further down the creek to where it widened and deepened, to where the flow was slower and life had a better chance. She leaned against a tree, fell to a crouch, and waited. Something would show, life always did. She simply had to be patient and let the hours pass.

	Off in the distance, well beyond the treeline, she heard a vehicle and then a second. Math suggested one mother and one oilman. Her mother would join her eventually. Watching life bud in the creek was something they did every March break. From the upper corner of her eye, Annie caught subtle movement and forgot the voices. She shifted her gaze without moving her body and focused on a creature dangling from a tree only a few feet down the creek. 

	Annie rose and stepped toward a metamorphosis playing out. A chrysalid becoming so, so much more. She had seen it often, but it was never exactly the same; a few times she felt its power, saw the great change as if it were bigger, stronger, magnificent. 

	When Annie had explained this to Ellen, her mother replied, “That’s fascinating. I’m jealous of what you see sometimes, oh Annie of mine.” 

	Annie felt removed from the world. A deep understanding took hold and then let go before it dropped her back into life, leaving her unsure of what happened. She saw more dangling chrysalids and gasped. There were changes to catch all around her now. If there was a light, she intended to grasp it, let it know her, accept her, reveal its secrets. 

	According to research that she’d done at the library, there was a scientific explanation to everything, until there wasn’t. Mutations, metamorphosis, learned salivary secretions. It was a fact beyond full understanding. 

	Annie looked to the dangling blobs as the creatures within struggled to be more. There had to be a hundred, maybe a thousand. They dropped from silky threads all around her. This was miraculous; her mother would be so envious she’d missed it.

	 

	four

	Constable Walker Rhodes took the call and met the ambulance at the scene of the collision. It was a mess. The paramedics explained a fire under the Bronco and that they couldn’t pry a door without time, essentially suggesting that they had to wait for the fire department. Four minutes later, the pumper truck wailed onto the scene. 

	The Bronco was recognizable, familiar to the area, but Walker didn’t know the driver. The fire department worked alongside the paramedics for a few minutes while one group focused on flame and the other on revival. Two more cruisers appeared, and the four additional officers cordoned the scene and acted as traffic liaisons.

	“She bolted. I mean, didn’t look at all. Fricken came right on the highway and I smucked her. Jeepers creepers. She’s dead, isn’t she?” the trucker said after Walker asked what had happened. Walker then asked if the trucker recognized the woman. “No, never seen her before, I don’t think. Jesus, she cut right out!”

	The older of the two paramedics was John Dietz, and he called over his shoulder, “Name’s something Pilgrim. She lives back the road a ways. Went to high school at the same time. Back then she hitchhiked everywhere and dressed like a hippie.”

	That did it and Walker thought he knew where to go but called the hospital to ask about a woman named Pilgrim. 

	“Ellen Pilgrim, no next of kin listed, but she has a daughter named Annie. Real weird girl. She’s in my daughter’s class,” said the woman working the hospital switchboard.

	He’d thought so and pocketed his cellphone and hopped in his car to head out to the trailer where he was about 90° certain the woman had lived with her daughter—country phonebook listings were never all that precise. He climbed out and scanned the farmyard. There was livestock and they looked recently tended to. He knocked on the trailer door.

	“Hello?” he said. No answer came, so he cupped his hands around his face and looked in through the sectioned half-moon window on the door. “Hello?” The handle turned and he met no resistance as he pushed the door beyond the latch. Behind him, a heavy engine pulled up the lane. 

	Kent Jennings with one of his father’s oil trucks. Walker put up a hand when the man climbed out and came up to the porch. 

	“No shit, dead?” Kent said. “Guess I don’t need to fill the tank then. How’s the girl taking it?”

	“She isn’t,” Walker said.

	“She got thrown from the truck?” Kent said, eyes bright as lanterns. “She dead, too?”

	“No. Not home,” Walker said, though he hadn’t considered the possibility that the girl had been launched through the window.

	“Oh,” Kent said and then leaned in close. “I hear she’s a witch or a lesbo or something.”

	Walker rubbed his temple. “Right,” he said. “Maybe you’d better head on until I find the girl. Could be a mess.” 

	“Suppose so.” 

	Before Kent could drive away, Walker called out, “You know if this girl’s got a dad?”

	“I reckon she has to but I heard maybe she don’t. I heard maybe that girl ain’t natural.”

	Walker waved the man away. 

	“Hey! Hello? Annie, are you around?” 

	Walker received no answer, then stepped into the unlocked home. The search shifted to the hallway. There were three open doors. One washroom and two bedrooms. Both bedrooms appeared lived in, though sparingly. On the nightstand in the first room, was an alarm clock, a cracker box, and a fat paperback titled The Witching Hour. Walker’s nose wrinkled involuntarily. He left the room and checked the next. The nightstand had an alarm clock like the last, but no paperback. The clothing on the floor appeared similar to the clothing in the first room. The word that came to mind was frumpy. There was an old computer in the corner, so old Walker doubted it would load a modern webpage, as well as a small radio/CD player. This room had to belong to Annie. The short stack of discs next to the computer was mostly bands and singers he’d never heard of, besides the bottom two. One Tori Amos and one Björk. He couldn’t name a song by either. His ignorance to them meant nothing. There was a world of singers with recognizable names and unrecognizable tunes.

	He looked to the wall outlets for a cellphone charger and came up empty. “Weird,” he whispered. A teenaged girl without a cellular charger, an iPad, a laptop, a closet full of faux-designer clothes, makeup or jewelry cases…Weird. A quick glance around and through the desk below the computer proved futile and he left the room. In the laundry closet, he found a potential clue. The clothing stank of barn. 

	Walker Rhodes left the trailer and walked across the yard.

	“Hello? Annie, are you out here? Anybody?” 

	The girl obviously wasn’t home or in the barn. On his way back to the cruiser, Walker left a card in the gap where the glass met wood on the small half-moon window of the main door. 

	 

	five

	Annie crouched, eyes turned to the green ceiling above her and the cocoons hanging like goth Christmas bulbs from the trees. Before her, only inches away, the cocoons thickened, as if undecided about the transformation from larva to pupa. The thin coats of the cocoon shells dulled into soft yellows. They were completely in sync with one another.

	“Like moths now,” Annie whispered, hands on her knees, boot tops creating a partial lean-to ledge under her butt. 

	She’d never seen or heard of anything like it. Her mother would be so, so jealous. The sun was already on its way down, Ellen’s absence was unusual, though currently going unnoticed. Time was beyond the girl. She pulled the pack from her pocket and lit her second to last cigarette with a match. She flicked the cardboard stick into the grass. 

	The cocoons began puffing, as if inflating. This was like nothing she’d seen and nothing she’d heard of. This was new, preternatural. Annie inhaled and exhaled, eyes glued as the hours passed. She felt nothing of the weather, no chill at all as night descended. She didn’t dare move. 

	The yellow silkiness of the cotton candy cocoons had drifted back toward the cellophane-like structures that typically housed butterflies in their final moments. And still, no wings cracked through. At the moment it seemed inevitable, the fuzz clouded back over the budding chrysalids and delayed the process.

	Annie lit her final cigarette after midnight, still oblivious of the time. Her nose ran and goose bumps rose over her skin. She shivered, teeth chattering now and then, but she stayed put. 

	“Evolution revolution,” Annie whispered, grinning.

	The yellow fuzz became like foam and then darkened until pitch black. The foam hardened again. It was almost as if the drooping cocoons had transformed into petrified dates now. Now, they changed again, into wavy black eggs. The cocoons swayed on their silken tethers. There was a constant ticking as if a hundred metronomes danced just off-key from each other and—

	Crack!

	Annie exhaled, feeling dazed. Instinctively, she took another drag. The ember travelled to her finger and burned the flesh. She dropped the cigarette without looking away from the closest cocoon.

	Crack!

	The cocoons swayed faster, tipping and teetering, but firm on their transparent ties.

	Crackcrackcrackcrackcrack!

	Annie fought against her imagination. She had to be there, be in the moment and catch that magic, catch the signs. Catch it and hold on. 

	Crackcrackcrackcrackcrack! 

	White light poured free from every cracking capsule.

	Crackcrackcracksnapsnapsnap!

	The black cocoon shells dropped, wings flared and flapped with incredible celerity, gentle shadows played over blinding whiteness like empty cells flipping in a projector, and Annie watched and rocked back, her consciousness aflutter, as for an instant, she held a knowledge no more than a handful of people had ever known, a truth as old as time, a knowledge so vast and powerful that blood dripped from her eyes and nose and ears, the pressure of that truth was incredible…until it was too much and her mind cowered beneath the immensity.

	 

	six

	Walker had called around from the office to no avail. Later, he called after the baseball game ended and then again once before bed. Annie Pilgrim was MIA. 

	“Guess you’ll have to go out first thing, huh?” Jayna Rhodes said as she applied moisturizer to her legs in the bedroom doorway.

	First coffee only halfway done, Walker rolled up the Pilgrim laneway for a second time. The cows whined in the barn, loud enough to be heard from the trailer’s small porch. He opened the door and called inside. Nothing. The next step was the barn.

	“Shit,” he said, meaning it in a literal way and an emotional way.

	Downstairs in the barn, the scent of the soupy manure had his eyes watering, so he stayed only as long as was necessary to see that the animals had not been fed—they’d come running with their big, vacant eyes wide and their ugly grey tongues stretching for him. He headed back upstairs. A pitchfork leaned against a wall next to a round bale of hay. Once they were eating, the cattle shut up. A creek flowed as if announcing itself as somewhere else needing checked.

	A trail ran into the forest next to the barnyard. He radioed the station and explained his location and the most likely ineffectual next step in his search. Probably there was a father somewhere and Annie was with him. Walker was sure this would be a bust. 

	“Annie Pilgrim, are you out here?” 

	He stopped at a wide spot in the creek. The water moved slowly, quietly. He listened but heard no reply. A fish jumped above the surf, splashing before disappearing. Walker glanced down but had missed it. Somehow, animals and natural events managed to avoid his eyes. A rustling sounded across the creek and he lifted his gaze in time to see dozens of black moths—or maybe butterflies?—each the size of a robin, some bigger. The horde took off in unison, flying overhead and into the shifting world of branches above him. 

	He whistled, a little spooked. He looked at the water and his reflection looked back at him. Behind him, the horde returned in a slow blanket of darkness. He spun. There were no moths or butterflies or whatever in the hell they were. He took a step backward as he looked around the tree limbs for activity. 

	“Get a grip,” he whispered, trying to blink away the paranoia.

	His boot slipped into the soggy shore of the creek, and he kicked out against the cold soaker. 

	“Dammit all,” he said, swinging out his boot and watching the water cascade off only to land on a mound of those big, black moths. “Jesus,” he mumbled. 

	As if timing it, the moths took off one at a time in regular intervals, shooting up through the canopied ceiling overhead. One the size of a magpie flew but didn’t go far. Instead of disappearing, it landed on a strange blue rock. 

	Not a rock. Denim. 

	“Annie?” 

	The denim hump rose and turned around slowly, dumbly looking about the grass. Blood trails ran her cheeks and from her ears, down her neck and beneath her coat. They made eye-contact and she wailed. Walker raced through the creek to get to the girl. She continued wailing wordlessly until the big man had his arms around her small frame.

	“Annie, I’m a police officer. Do you understand me?”

	She wore a vacant look. Her face was pallid. The blood was distressing. 

	“Annie?”

	Annie only nodded.

	“I’m going to take you to the hospital. Can you tell me what happened?” He spoke slowly and enunciated every syllable, as if speaking to a foreigner. 

	Annie stared, stupefied, mouth agape. Walker took her hand as words had failed and began walking. She let him and then stopped.

	“What is it?” Walker paused.

	Annie bent down to pick up a cigarette butt and stuff it into the back pocket of her capris. She mumbled something.

	“What?” Walker said but got nothing out of her all the way to the hospital.

	A doctor looked in on Annie and later explained the peculiarity of the blood, the already healing eardrums, and the slight bruising to her face. “It’s like compression, something a deep-sea diver deals with. I’m most worried about the blood. CT scan should tell us more. Does she have insurance?”

	Walker couldn’t answer. That was not his problem. His problem was relaying a message to this girl about her mother and then figuring out what to do with her. On the short list of very bad days being a cop, this was near the top. And damned if it refused to get going.

	Eventually, Annie calmed down enough that Walker could write her a note concerning her mother. Annie read it and then whimpered, all too loudly, “How?” 

	She looked like a flattened ghost against the hospital sheets. Boney hands swiped at tears as Walker wrote out a fresh message. While she read it, he wrote a third note and handed it over once she looked at him again.

	Between her sobs, Annie shouted, “He’s from Canada! Austen Temple!” 

	 

	seven

	The snow falling from the sky did its best to stick, but it was a lost cause. This recent accumulation was a death rattle by the season. A wad of paper shot through the air and landed on Duncan Temple’s desk. He shifted his gaze from the window. The students sat in varying stages of boredom as the teacher, Mrs. Benton, worked through the content due to appear on the mid-term in two days. By that point, usually, you had it, or you didn’t. Only those looking to push a B+ to an A benefitted from the reminders. Duncan paid little attention. He’d have to bomb to drop his grade by much. English was easy because it was interesting. However, reiterating Kafka’s Metamorphosis for the millionth time took some steam off the pitch. 

	He picked up the balled paper and unfolded it. 

	TURN ON YOUR PHONE!!! 

	He reached into his pocket, hit the power button on the side, and held down the volume button as it flashed into life. The phone vibrated in his hand and he looked up. The teacher stared in his direction. Duncan wondered if she hadn’t asked him a question while he zoned out watching the snow, reading notes, or fiddling with his phone.

	“Does anyone have any questions about The Metamorphosis, or can we move on?” Not a hand did so much as scratch a head. “Good, now onto The Jewbird. I’ll expect that you can explain what the story meant to you, if you didn’t understand, I have some different opinions and analysis I can email out, if you’re interested. Don’t steal ideas or wing it, because…” 

	The messages had come from an unknown number, according to his contact list. Still, he recognized that number. Deleting the contact didn’t stop the messages.

	Fuck me aftr school!?

	There was a tingle and a flutter in his chest. It was a reminder of the stupid things people did while drinking. He opened a second message.

	My pussys welt

	Third message.

	Wet

	Fourth message.

	Fuck me or I tell

	Sweat formed on his brow like condensation on a beer can. One stupid thing. He’d wanted to tell Cammie right away, but cowardice let days pass and then weeks and everything seemed behind him without owning up to what he’d done. Bristol, by some miracle, hadn’t told. 

	Earlier in the week, the messages started as if to promise a forthcoming apocalypse. The unwelcome incident happened over Christmas. Cammie had to go out west to visit her grandparents in Surrey. Duncan attended a keg party in another kid’s backyard. Sixty teens had shown up in thick coats and long underwear. Bristol was there, giving him the gooey gaga eyes, but he didn’t recall speaking to her. Even as he sat half-listening to Mrs. Benton, he remembered only the frantic words the morning after the party, awakening on a bed in a yellow room. There were photographs printed and pasted to the walls, a touchscreen PC on a desk, and a hot body beneath the covers next to him. A jolt shot like lightning and he stiffened in an utterly un-sexual manner. The body rolled over. She stretched out. It was obvious she had already been up. Her makeup was fresh and her hair was uniform other than the area she’d lain against the pillow.

	“Oh hey, what a night, huh?” Bristol Walcott wore a sly smile. “Want to go again?” 

	Naked. Fit and mounded in all the right ways, but for one. She wasn’t Cammie. Duncan jumped up on the bed and looked around the room. His clothes were folded on the chair by the computer. 

	“Did we…? We didn’t.”

	“Did we ever.”

	The memory was disgusting.

	Another message hit his inbox.

	We could 3way w Cammie Id do that 4 u

	On the night he spent in her bed, sometime between blackout and wakeup, she’d programmed her number into his phone. He deleted it after the first bout of messages. 

	No.

	Do it or I tell

	Why do you want to ruin my life???

	Don’t. I want to fuck

	Duncan hit the power button on his cellphone and swiped his forehead. Bristol Walcott sat at the front of the room her face pointed to her hands, half-hidden by the desk.

	“Bristol!” Mrs. Benton shouted. “Hands off the phone or I’m reading it aloud.” She held out her hand.

	Bristol glanced over her shoulder and winked at Duncan. She then lifted the cellphone toward the teacher.

	Duncan straightened, impulse saving him. “Just like Orwell foresaw. Texting is the first step toward thoughtcrime. Get her, Mrs. Benton. Big Brother won’t stand for these shenanigans!” He then banged a palm on the desk next to his open binder.

	Mrs. Benton flushed. She’d taught the evils of overstepping authority figures for decades, comparing them lately to public video surveillance, net monitoring, and GPS tracking. She lowered her hand and turned to face the blackboard, as if the last ten seconds hadn’t happened.

	Bristol sneered at Duncan before shifting and working her tongue against her cheek in an undeniably erotic motion. Duncan looked past her as most of the students around him pulled out their cellphones. He’d inadvertently created chaos for a teacher he actually liked. 

	“Put the damned phones away!” Mrs. Benton said, turning and making eyes at Duncan.

	He would’ve liked to apologize but hiding this thing with Bristol was worth all the trouble he’d ever cause.

	 

	eight

	At his desk, Austen Temple feigned working. He had zero interest in the receipts bulging out the sides and lid of the Kodiak boot box a young contractor had brought in a few days earlier. This young man had tried to cut unnecessary costs on hiring accountants for tax season the last four years and had recently been audited. What was in that box was the only hope to avoid bankruptcy. 

	This scenario came around every year, and typically often enough that everyone in the office had to take one on. Most times, Austen liked the challenge, but today he had an eBay auction ending and those bids kept on jumping so high he couldn’t concentrate on anything involving work. 

	His friends had made fun of him to no end whenever they’d skip over the border for an adventure, and he’d come back with several boxes of hockey cards. He’d smile at them and shrug. People had hobbies, and his hobby used to be aimed at children, so he took a ribbing. His friends didn’t laugh these days. 

	His biggest hit came on a weekend way back in ’98—some sixteen years ago. He’d stumbled upon a classified ad in a chunky national publication that specialized in cars, boats, snowmobiles, and other manly interests. Pure luck, he’d been out picking up boxes of paperwork from a tractor dealership and had needed to use the toilet. That chunky classifieds paper had been on the floor of the stall. 

	The seller was a woman and her father had died. The man owned a ton of stuff, including hockey cards, though those would hardly be the main attraction. Down in Detroit, Austen had bid against one other man and came away grinning but nervous. Austen’s friends looked at him in wide-eyed disbelief when he dropped two-grand American on three cartons of mystery cards the auctioneer promised dated back into the 1970s. Normally, caution ruled Austen’s day, but he’d gotten caught up in the moment and the heat of the bidding process.

	Back in the rented room, the guys pre-drinking, Austen began to dig deeper into his purchase and found a goldmine of unopened packs of Topps hockey cards from 1976 to 1984. There were two and a half boxes of sealed 1979-80 wax packs within the carton. 

	Wayne Gretzky’s rookie just hiding away and fresh as a daisy, hopefully.

	The urge to tear into everything in the motel room was a hard urge to deny and yet, he did. He’d been an accountant for a few years by then and the value versus expense demanded sensibility in the moment. And for $2,000, it wasn’t just a hobby, not on a single purchase. That was most of the money he had in the world.

	The packs remained sealed, and the cartons were re-packed within the aged boxes. Austen went out with his buddies feeling light, feeling good. But broke. He stood outside the noisy bar, nursing a beer he couldn’t really afford when a girl approached him. 

	She was plain and simple, smoking and looking bored. At first, he assumed she was a prostitute, but that made no sense. She’d done nothing to be enticing aside from making it easy for him.

	“Would you like to have sex with me?” Ellen Pilgrim had said.

	“Okay,” he’d said—eventually, after she’d kissed him—and followed her to a hotel room.

	After the fact, he tried to tell her about the great buy he’d made, and all about being from Canada, but she got bored of him quickly, and told him so.

	“I only wanted to know what sex was like. You can go,” she’d said.

	Over the years, he’d opened many of the boxes and packs from those cartons. The score was worth nearly twenty times his investment. He took one box from 1979 and had each pack’s condition graded and hermetically sealed to sell later. Later came when his son was starting to look into colleges. 

	Watching the auction end, Austen thought it might be the single greatest weekend of his life. The final lot of four 1979 Topps packs sold for a little over two grand. He got more than he ever imagined from that short trip across the border. And never again had that luck been duplicated. He sat back on his chair, smiled and then pulled the elastic band from the contractor’s shoebox. The lid lifted as the contents decompressed, errant papers seeming to breathe at him. Before reading a single receipt, the telephone rang. 

	It was a police officer, an American. The officer asked over an unforgettable name from an unforgettable weekend.

	Ellen Pilgrim.

	“She says I’m what?” Austen said, popping to his feet and sending his rolling chair crashing into the wall behind him.

	 

	nine

	“Hey.” Cammie jogged up the hall and entwined her fingers with Duncan’s. They shared no classes that semester.

	“My lady,” he said.

	“I sent you like five texts.”

	You’re not the only one. “Forgot to turn on my phone after English. Hope they weren’t important.” 

	Together they walked amid the sweaty, pimply, hormonal masses.

	“Not really, just that I met an astronaut and he’s taking me away for a space wedding.”

	Something I’d deserve. “I guess I’ll need to find a new date for the prom.”

	She elbowed him in the side, and he forced a laugh. The whole thing made him sick.

	“Really, I was saying that we should get some candy and hunker down at your place tonight. My mother’s on nights and Dad’s being a dick about my brothers.” 

	Twin brothers, three years younger than Cammie, had discovered the wonderful worlds of petty vandalism and marijuana. Unfortunately, the police had caught them with eggy hands and pink eyeballs. Cammie’s father wasn’t impressed. 

	“Sounds like a plan. I should study for English. I feel like Mrs. Benton might come down hard on the mid-term.”

	Cammie scoffed with a throaty grunt. “Whatever you need, smarty-pants.”

	They stepped to their joint locker to grab jackets. Outside, Cammie licked a fat snowflake falling from the sky like a slow-motion lizard snatching a slow-motion fly.

	“I bet it rains tonight,” Duncan said. 

	“Maybe. Hey, that your dad?” Cammie pointed to the street. About a yard beyond the bus-loading zone Austen Temple sat in the family Buick—an Enclave SUV.

	“Yeah. Huh, I wonder why he’s here.” Duncan tugged Cammie along.

	They crossed the fumy bus-loading zone and the Buick’s window rolled down. “I’ve been calling and texting for the last hour!” Austen said, his color high as his voice. 

	“What happened?” Duncan said.

	“Get in. You too, Cammie. I need advice. I think your mother’s going to be mad.” Austen tugged gently at the hair rising from his scalp.

	Duncan got into the front seat; he’d never seen his father like this. Cammie sat in the middle backseat snooping into a bag from the pharmacy: chocolates, a stuffed bear, and a bottle of Extra-Strength Tylenol. 

	“Don’t say a word until I’m done. Just listen,” Austen said before the whole, semi-lurid tale spilled out of him. Once finished, they sat in silence while yellow buses pulled up empty and drove away full all around them.

	“That’s insane,” Duncan said. 

	Cammie looked out the window, a wistful little expression on her face. “It’s almost like it was meant to be.” 

	Father and son craned their necks to look at her. 

	“Julia had Duncan with someone else and brought him into the marriage. Now it’s your turn. You’re like a little Brady Bunch.”

	Duncan laughed while Austen soaked in the idea.

	“You want to bring that up to Julia? I mean if she gets mad at me. Like repeat it, like you just said it, so it’s funny and stuff.”

	“Uh, I guess,” Cammie said. The wistful expression had gone from her face, to be replaced by a hint of worry.

	“You know what you should do? Text Mom and tell her you’re bringing home supper. Act like it’s a good surprise,” Duncan said.

	“You think?” Austen paused, staring vacantly out at the thawing world, nodding. “She’ll have a belly full of food when I tell her the girl has to come live with us.” 

	“What?” Duncan said, pitch high as Everest. “You didn’t say anything about her staying with us.”

	“The cop who called me says there’s nobody else.” 

	 

	ten

	The bill after everything, the bare minimum funeral service and cremation, was close to $1,700. Annie didn’t have that kind of money and there was no shopping around. It was the cheapest way, as the law denied her the option of digging a hole in the forest and dropping her mother in it. The land was rented anyway. 

	Annie got home with the strangely light black urn. Basic model, only $30. Walker Rhodes had dropped her off and offered another business card to go along with the one still wedged in the window’s gap on the door. She took it, numb to the world around her as she climbed out of the vehicle and stepped into the trailer.

	Annie sat on the couch gazing absently at the shiny black urn on the second-hand coffee table in the trailer’s tight living room. The urn resembled a vase, but with a lid. A simple thing. Memories flashed and tormented, each wonderful thought bringing along the reminder that no more would join them. Ellen was gone and Annie had nobody. 

	Nobody until her discarded father drove from the past and hijacked her present and future. 

	Annie sobbed into her palms. After a long night, Annie awoke to the cattle mooing more loudly than was normal. Walker had made some calls for her—she vaguely recalled him saying this, after her ears started to work again—and arranged for a fair market sale of the herd. Alongside the excited cattle sounds, men were yelling and hissing. 

	Annie gathered the urn and took her mother out to say goodbye to the animals. Each animal had a name, plucked from attribute lists of different species. Ellen and Annie had thought it hilarious to call a cow Goose Bump or Ostrich Beak. 

	The sad girl holding the urn wore a loose nightshirt and rubber boots as she stood by the fence to watch the animals depart. The men working nodded and gave her somber grins. Annie ignored them. She stepped to the hole-punched walls of the silver trailer behind the heavy truck. More than half the cattle had gone inside. Annie said silent goodbyes and wondered if her mother did the same from somewhere. 

	All signs point to no, said the memory of Ellen’s voice.

	“Maybe,” Annie whispered, cradling the urn as if it was a baby. 

	The men finished loading and the driver approached Annie to offer his condolences. “Also, I was thinking…” he started, and Annie listened. With most of the livestock gone, there was no sense keeping the hay and straw in the barn, nor the big bin of mixed grains. All told, the sale of the livestock and feed netted Annie enough to cover the costs concerning Ellen’s final fees and a little leftover. And the chickens remained, though they wouldn’t be worth much—they’d be there until Friday, two more days.

	Annie ate casserole Mrs. Rhodes had fixed especially for her. A grief offering of some kind. It was cheesy and beefy and very good. Her mother had always preferred fatty casseroles too. Ellen would’ve enjoyed this one. 

	After she ate as much as possible, she put the dish back into the fridge. Still in her sleepwear, she stepped into her rubber boots and put on her denim jacket. She picked up her mother and the half pack of cigarettes, Bic lighter tucked inside, and headed out for the forest. She walked a few minutes. At her otter spot, she crouched. The otter wasn’t there—she’d only seen it that one time. Thinking, Annie ran through all the things her mother said she was jealous that she’d missed. The strange cocoons came to mind. Totally weird and totally eerie. She looked across the creek to where the cocoons had been and saw nothing

	Doesn’t mean nothing’s there. You want to know something? Follow the signs and let them lead you as close as you can get to an answer, oh Annie of mine. Ellen’s voice was so full in her head that it felt like a sidekick to her own.

	Annie pulled the package from her pocket. “Sometimes you can smoke your whole life and never get cancer,” she whispered and spun the lighter’s wheel. She cupped her hand deftly and lit the tip of her cigarette. Her mother hadn’t had chance enough to get cancer.

	She walked back to a shallow area to cross the creek and sought the spot of her most recent incredible sight. No sign and hardly a trace of those moths, or butterflies, or whatever they were. There were a few bits of discarded cocoons, clinging to blades of grass. Nothing exciting. Still, Annie crouched and waited, holding her mother to her chest. There was life all around her. 

	Day became evening and evening became night, clouds hovered between Earth and moon. It was cold by the time Annie headed back to the trailer. She shivered as she spoke. “Did you see anything?” The urn didn’t answer and the memory of Ellen’s voice was silent for the moment. 

	Annie ate more casserole and slept in her mother’s bed after she’d changed into one of her mother’s nightshirts. Ellen’s scent was everywhere. Annie rolled in it while the urn sat next to the clock and the fat paperback that Ellen never got to finish. 

	Annie told the urn everything that she’d miss, moving from crying to dry to sobbing, until sleep took her away to a blessedly forgotten space. A knock at the door roused her. For a tick, she didn’t understand. Another knock landed. She picked up her mother and went to the door. It was Walker. He had more food and news. 

	“Don’t worry. I’m only keeping her with me a little while,” Annie said, reading the man’s expression.

	“Right…I spoke to Austen Temple, he’s coming to…uh, meet you on Friday.”

	At fifteen, she couldn’t live on her own and it would probably be a nicer fit with family. Even if she didn’t know them. Better than rough foster siblings picking on the weird girl with the witchy reputation. Still, she knew Austen Temple was a bore. Ellen had explained that much.

	“Goes well with rice or noodles,” Walker said, pointing to the dish.

	“I can give you your other dish, if you want it dirty, or I can wash it after I feed the chickens and the…after the chickens.”

	“No, that’s fine. I’ll get them back whenever you’re ready.”

	Annie supposed that meant she had to scrub the ridge of crud from the casserole dish. “Okay, bye then.” Annie swung the door closed with her foot before the man could utter another word.

	She listened at the door until Walker’s car started.

	The day passed quickly, Annie opening the urn to look at the grey, grey ash often. Around lunchtime, Rice softened on the stovetop while Annie went out to feed the chickens. The chickens clucked merrily, happy to be fed, happy in their ignorance to the human world. Dumb as they were, Annie would miss them. 

	Returned to the trailer, she ate as much curry and rice as she dared. After a visit to the can, Annie readied a thermos of coffee with cream and sugar. She stepped out in her jacket, rubber boots, and Ellen’s nightshirt that draped down past her knees. Rather than the otter spot, she perched by the small cave mouth. There was something inside and Annie watched the tiny worlds unfold. Bugs from microscopic to the size of a tree frog went about their lives around the disintegrated mother and fleshy daughter. After a while, Annie backed from the cave mouth. The urn remained sealed. She drank coffee and smoked cigarettes as she watched a mother rat step out and sniff at the urn. Annie covered her mouth when two baby rats squeaked along behind the mother rat. They all had big, wonderful cone ears. 

	Once the show ended, she crawled to the urn. “Are you in there, Mom? Did you see?”

	Night found the farm. Annie ate dried rice and cold curry. It was still soft enough that it didn’t crunch. Ellen wasn’t a big music fan, but there was a tape, it stayed in the deck under the CD tray of Annie’s player. Joan Baez, as dubbed onto a blank Memorex from someone’s old records. 

	“I told Sarah Byers that I liked it and her mom overheard. She got so excited that a young girl liked the old stuff that she made me a tape,” Ellen had said about a decade earlier when Annie asked about the cassette. Now, Annie had to hear that little tether to her mother. Had to.

	Listening to the tinny cassette made it easier to box up their lives.

	 

	eleven

	It was Friday just after lunch when Austen and Duncan Temple hit the road—leaving behind Julia Temple, who’d been a little shocked and a little more than that worried about a teenaged girl moving into their home. Father and son kept topics light, away from the anxiety growing by the mile. The trip to the border took three hours. They told the guard that they were headed to see family in Bonny, Michigan. Family was a strong word for this; it seemed more like visiting a dog at the pound. 

	Just across the border, Duncan finally let a thought settle into words. “How do you know she’s yours?”

	Austen shook his head gently. “I guess I don’t, but Ellen Pilgrim was strange. It’s…it’s as if I had been a science experiment she was conducting. And the timing fits. If it weren’t for being the big day, I’d never know for sure, but the timing is right. I mean…we could get a blood test, but somebody has to look after the girl and if I’m her father, then it’s me.”

	“Sounds like something Maury Povich would run with,” Duncan said.

	Austen huffed. “That’s what your mom said too.”

	After another hour, Austen pulled into a truck stop diner where they used the urinals, drank coffee, and ate big slices of cherry pie. It had felt necessary, getting the big pie while in America. Back on the road, the topic landed in the safe zone of university. Duncan had two conditional offers and was on the wait list for two more schools—long shots. Add to that, two acceptances from institutions up north, but those were fallback schools. After a short lull, only the radio DJs’ voices filling the Buick, they fell onto even safer topics: would the Leafs ever climb out of the basement? the Mad Max: Fury Road trailer, Charlie Sheen, and so on. Before long, they’d driven the final leg—all three more hours of it—and the Garmin on the dash directed Austen to the Bonny police station.

	A tall and sturdy officer was getting out of a cruiser. He wore big shades and an air of importance. He seemed to study the Temples and then tilted his head to look down at the bumper of the vehicle. Austen opened his door as the cop came toward them, pulling away his sunglasses as he did. 

	“Mr. Temple?” he said.

	“How’d you guess?” Austen put on a phony smile.

	“Your plate, and now that I look at you, your jaw line and nose, I see a resemblance. I’m Walker Rhodes.”

	“She looks like me?” Austen wheezed out these words like a last breath.

	“Might as well go now. Follow me out there?”

	The drive was short. The farm was rough, dingy, impoverished by Temple standards. Austen and Duncan remained rooted in their seats, even as Walker parked and climbed out of his cruiser. He waved them to come along.

	“Here goes,” Austen whispered, mouth dry as sandpaper.

	They were on the small porch, three man-sized humans crammed like sardines onto old, greyed wood that looked ready to collapse. Walker knocked. They waited. He knocked again and then called out. They waited another twenty seconds. He knocked a third time. When they got no response, the cop turned to the forest.

	“Probably out there. Come,” he said.

	The Temples followed wordlessly. 

	“I first met her out here. It’s a story you’ll want to hear from her sometime because she didn’t explain it to me. She was covered in moths and had burst eardrums, bloody nose, very strange,” Walker said.

	“What?” Austen said.

	“What indeed. She’s weird, too. Socially, I mean,” Walker said, leading them into the dim and cool woods.

	The conversation ceased and they moved single file behind Walker along a path. Branches snapped, leaves crackled and crinkled, the rush of a creek played background vocals, and then came the small voice. The trio slowed.

	“I need you. Please, come back. I don’t want to go with the boring man. I don’t want to go anywhere. I can stay if you come back, please. Mom?”

	Duncan’s lifted foot fell onto and then through a branch, snapping it at an improbably large volume. “Shit,” he said.

	 

	twelve

	Annie had awoken early. She’d slept in her mother’s bed once again, in one of Ellen’s nightshirts, pulled dirty from the closet hamper. The shirt featured the body of a decapitated bear, cut so that Annie’s neck and head sprouted as if grown naturally from the cartoon body. The bear held a cup of coffee. 

	Annie inhaled through her nose. There was Ellen all over it. Night sweat and distant tobacco. She closed her eyes and the image of her mother surfaced, wearing the shirt, standing just outside the door was a coffee mug and a cigarette. The rest of the hamper had gone into the wash with the bath towels before Annie had slipped into bed. 

	Almost everything else sat in a box or a bag, ready for the Goodwill store. The furniture, TV, computer, and cassette player remained, but she didn’t have any ideas about that. All the major appliances belonged with the trailer, as did the toaster. It was too much for her to think about.

	Coffee brewed, cigarettes pocketed, boots on, jacket donned, and Ellen stowed at her bent wrist and in the crook of her elbow, Annie stepped out into the cool morning. She knew it was for the last time. She moved slowly, gazing out to envision what had been and never would be again, fighting back a fresh round of tears. 

	From the barn, she collected a steel trowel with a faded yellow handle. 

	“Come on, come on,” Annie said high and loud as she set her mother down next to the chicken pen.

	The chickens raced as Annie tossed feed. She poured the rest of the feed into the wooden bowl under the low overhang of the henhouse. Next to the door, she dug a small hole. With a shaky hand, she reached into the urn. A handful of her mother rained down into the dirt.

	“Someone will bring new chickens,” Annie whimpered and ran the sleeve of her jacket under her nose. “You can see chickens again, from right here.”

	Lid back onto the urn, Annie headed to the pasture. She dug another hole next to the gate. The ground was soft, the cow scent remained high despite the eerie quietness within the pen. Annie offered another goodbye, dropped another handful of Ellen, and covered the hole.

	“The next people might bring ponies or llamas.”

	Annie lit a cigarette and headed into the woods. Her hands were dusty and muddy. Tears rolled down her cheeks and dripped from her jawline onto the nightshirt. 

	“You can see all the birds from here,” Annie said as she covered a hole at the center of a small clearing. 

	As if saying hello, the nearby birds chirped and sang. Annie upturned her face and gave a single nod of appreciation. In front of the small cave, she stooped once again. 

	“Rats and snakes, maybe a badger will move in, see?” Annie spoke to the dust. She smoked a cigarette, ash on her fingers, cheeks, and lips like final kisses from Ellen. “Now you’ll never miss another miracle,” she whispered and dumped a third of the remaining ash into a hole very near to where she’d witnessed the strange, blackened cocoons and the bright white lights.

	The final stop was the spot at the high point of the creek. 

	“You’ll see every otter that ever comes. It won’t be just me, you can see too.” Annie sobbed as she tipped the container, leaving no more than a tablespoon at the bottom of the urn. “What am I going to do? I’m meeting that boring man. We always joked, but I didn’t want to meet him, not ever. I never want to leave you, Mom. Please.”

	Annie waited, a worm poked through the wall of the small gravesite and into the ash. The worm dug in, taking little worm bites of Ellen Pilgrim. It felt like a sign.

	“Now you go with the worm until a bird eats him and then you go with the bird. When you go with the bird you come and find me? You fly and find me, okay?”

	She awaited a reply, but heard no voice, not a remembered phrase nor an imagined idea. A caterpillar fell from a branch overhead and joined the worm in the ash. Soot coated the fuzzy black body. Annie ran a finger over the soft bug’s back. It coiled at her touch.

	“You’ll never be alone out here…I can’t let all of you stay. I need you. Please, come back. I don’t want to go with the boring man. I don’t want to go anywhere. I can stay if you come back, please. Mom?”

	The hope for the impossible drained then and left her weak and sad. The full brunt was hitting her now, with these people or not, she would be alone without her mother. 

	From behind where she sat, she heard a crunch and then, “Shit.”

	Annie covered the hole. She leaned forward and kissed the dirt. From her pack, she withdrew a cigarette and her lighter. She was muddy from her boots to her eyebrows. She carried the nearly empty urn tight to her chest.

	“Hello,” she said to Austen, Duncan, and Walker.

	 

	thirteen

	Annie sat in the back of the Buick and within minutes was so far from home that it ached. She’d never been in a vehicle so plush, so gaudy. Her fingers played along the seams, seeking distraction while her mind steadily pushed at the idea that since there was no turning back the clock, it was better to be away from the trailer and all the rawness of what had happened.

	After about twenty minutes on the road, Duncan turned in his seat. “Are you really Dad’s?”

	“What?” Annie said. 

	“I mean…” Duncan faded, looking to his father for assistance. 

	Austen jumped on the idea. “Well, I think he means, what did your mother tell you about your…conception?”

	“That she wanted to try sex and met you at a bar in Detroit.” Annie continued trailing her hands along the soft leather.

	“Right, no denying that happened, but how was she so sure it was me?” Austen said.

	“You had sex,” Annie said, matter-of-factly.

	Flustered, Austen exhaled a deep breath. “No, but, what about other men?”

	Annie squinted, then understood. “Oh. Mom wanted to try sex. She only did it once. She didn’t do it again because she didn’t like it.”

	Austen blushed. “What? I never had a complaint before, I mean…” 

	Duncan barked a nervous laugh. 

	“I can do a blood test? My Mom didn’t lie to me much, not after the Easter Bunny or Santa, and she always said Austen Temple was my father. She picked you ‘cause you were at the bar and you had a Canadian accent. She said you were boring. That you liked numbers and collector’s cards. A lot.”

	Austen looked into the rearview. Annie had his nose and the shape of her face was almost exactly like his.  “We’ll worry about that later.”

	“I’m sixteen this summer. I can leave when I’m sixteen and get a job,” Annie said. “Nobody will care much, but fifteen’s too young. That’s what Walker Rhodes said.”

	Austen shook his head in tight little strokes. “I never said that. I’m sorry. We want you to feel welcome. You’re family, it’s just…”

	“New,” Duncan said, picking up where his father left off.

	“Family,” Annie said and lowered her chin to the small steel perfume container around her neck. Ellen had found it one day cleaning out the garden. Annie now wore it on a stainless-steel necklace, a tablespoon’s worth of Ellen Pilgrim’s ashes within.

	Once they’d gotten back to the trailer, the reality of Annie’s world quickly became apparent to Austen and Duncan. She’d dressed in clothes almost as rough as the ratty old nightshirt she had on. After that, she came out of her room talking about what they’d do with her food; it took Austen a full minute to understand what in the hell she was talking about. Waste, she hadn’t wanted it to go to waste. Annie had tried to argue that there was almost half a cow in the deep freeze, and in the fridge were pounds of vegetables. Austen tried to placate her by saying they’d get pizza on the way.

	“What about the furniture and stuff?” Annie said.

	The trio looked at Annie’s household and Austen said, “We’re good. Perhaps Mr. Rhodes can rehome some things for you? Or maybe the next renter?”

	Annie had to let it go. Once outside, she said they should gather the tools and her bicycle, no sense losing that stuff too. Austen laughingly used the word Frankenbike and Duncan said, “You don’t need tools in town.” Walker was onto the way things were apt to go then and said, “I’d make good use of some of those tools, how’s fifty bucks?” 

	Annie had little choice but to take the money and get into the plush vehicle, virtually emptyhanded—emptyhanded of most of the stuff that felt pretty important to her daily life.

	So they ate pizza and Duncan asked inane questions about school—Annie didn’t have much to say. Her only real friend had been her mother and she wasn’t so interested in anything beyond nature. The trip back to Pine City seemed much longer than it should have.

	 

	fourteen

	Julia Temple stood by the open garage door. Light from inside silhouetted on the driveway. “Was it a good trip?” Her tone was anything but easy, though was obviously trying to come off that way. 

	The temperature was cool, though above zero, and the snow was in varying stages of melt. The driveway had a pool of slushy water trapped by the short banks offering a last stand. Julia was in only slippers and couldn’t help when Austen, Duncan, and Annie began carting in the meagre collection of Annie’s things. Austen led the way with the heavier of the two cartons, which contained rocks and other bric-a-brac from around the trailer property—a rusty Pioneer Feeds sign, porcelain electric fence insulators, a large hook. Above all this, as if hiding it, were her photographs, her school supplies, her short stack of CDs, and her CD player. Annie had wanted to take the TV and VCR. Austen said it wasn’t necessary. She also left behind the few movies they’d had because, according to Duncan, “Nobody has a VCR.” 

	The Pilgrims had had a VCR. It was always there and was always reliable when they’d needed it.

	“I’m so happy to meet you. I’m Julia.” She went in for a hug that proved one-sided. “Right…I’ll bet you want to see your room.”

	The walls of the spare room were painted in a designer blue that featured a pebble finish. There was a twin bed, a hardwood dresser with a mirror, a closet, and a computer desk. Julia tapped the bed and Annie sat, like an obedient cat.

	“I was thinking, if you’re up for it, you, me, and Duncan’s girlfriend Cammie go shopping tomorrow to get to know one another. My treat,” Julia said.

	“Hun, it’s been a long day,” Austen said. 

	“A long day,” Duncan echoed.

	Julia, flustered but not done buzzing around Annie, sat down on the bed and put a hand on the girl’s warm back. “There’s nothing more soothing than shopping, am I right?” She nudged Annie.

	Annie could only blink at this.

	“I’ve always wanted another girl around the house. Duncan messed up my works coming out—” Julia began, her tone conspiratorial. 

	“Jesus, Mom!” Duncan said.

	Annie pouted her bottom lip, wondering if the issues were visible from the outside, and exactly how he’d messed this up. She’d even been tempted to tell about the trouble with calves and their sacks, and cows and breach calves, but didn’t.

	“Hey, how about a movie and some snacks?” Austen said, the sound of a flushed toilet echoing from down the hall.

	As if being led around on a preview of her future life, Annie followed the Temples out of her new bedroom and through a hall, passing multiple doors along the way. The hallway opened onto the living room, and then further on, onto a kitchen full of stainless-steel appliances and big, heavy furniture.

	“I’ll nuke the popcorn,” Austen said. “Annie, do you want Coke, ginger ale, cranberry juice, or water?

	“We have hot chocolate with marshmallows, too,” Julia said, still leading the way into the living room and its plush couches, art prints on the walls, and big flat screen TV. There was a candle in the middle of a coffee table, which had obviously recently been doused because everything still smelled like vanilla. “We’ll go to the store tomorrow for whatever you like.”

	“Coke is good,” Annie said and sat where she was directed to sit.

	Duncan had the remote and flipped around until stopping on a movie channel and hitting pause. “This is just starting.” It was a new Romero zombie movie.

	Distantly, a microwave beeped as Austen appeared in the living room with four drinks on a serving tray—one meant for Christmas, by the looks of things. He hurried away without word, back to the kitchen.

	“Maybe we should let Annie pick,” Julia said.

	Annie reached for a glass of fizzy brown liquid with four large ice cubes bobbing in it. “Zombies are okay,” she said.

	Duncan did not wait on Austen, and for the next 85 minutes, the family alongside Annie watched the lower than low budget flick while chomping through two bowls of Orville Redenbacher popcorn. Once finished, Duncan was on the defensive and said, “The original’s a classic.”

	“This one kind of sucked,” Austen said.

	As if mentally apart from all else, Julia kept on her topic. “So, what do you think of the place?” 

	Annie looked around. “It’s big. It’s the biggest house I’ve ever been in. You must have guests a lot.”

	The Temple trio looked at Annie as if confused. 

	“Sometimes, not really. Why do you say that?” Julia said, as if fishing for some grand truth to reveal the mysteries of this girl.

	“It’s a lot of…space.”

	Duncan laughed nervously. 

	“I guess so. Space is all right, isn’t it?” Julia said.

	“Must cost a lot to heat. Do you own it?” Annie said, running her fingers over a seam of the couch.

	“Of course,” Julia said—her turn to be on the defensive.

	“With a mortgage?” Annie said.

	“Of course,” Julia said again, though was now deflated some.

	Austen let out a strained laugh of his own. “Say, Julia has this idea about taking you to the mall, but you’ll also need a bicycle, so I was thinking we could maybe get you one of those, too. Let you explore the town some, get to know the place.”

	Julia looked to Austen. “A bike is great, but a fresh set of clothes can’t be beat.” Julia turned to Annie with a sly grin, as if they were about to speak the universal language of girl talk.

	Annie frowned. “I got a whole garbage bag of clothes.” 

	Julia swallowed. “Yes, of course you do. But we’ll get to know each other, and like I said, Cammie’s coming, too.”

	Duncan stood. “Maybe Annie needs a break after everything?”

	Julia waved her hands. “Right, yes, of course. I feel like I’m saying that a lot. Of course. Of course. We just want you to know how welcome you are in our home.”

	As if hit by a brick, a thought struck Annie: They’re trying to impress me! Ellen had explained about people and their things, the need to feel better and established, it left them missing out, and oftentimes in heaps of debt. Annie appraised the room again and then shot to her feet certain she was onto something. 

	“Where you going?” Austen said.

	“Bathroom’s on the right!” Julia said.

	Annie got to her room and opened the smaller of the two cartons. She took out the manila envelope. She rushed back to the living room. From the envelope, she withdrew the small wad of American bills. 

	“That will help with stuff,” she said and pointed. “I know it’s expensive to eat. Especially since you have to get all the meat from the store.”

	Julia scrunched her face.

	Austen shook his head gently. “That’s your money. We can afford to have you here.”

	Annie looked around again. “It’s expensive, living like this.”

	“We can afford it!” Julia said, nearly hysterical in the moment.

	 Austen, still shaking his head, said, “You know, had your mother told me about you…I mean, the compounded debt I owe to your upbringing…Annie, that’s your money.”

	Annie looked from face to face to face, stopping at Duncan as he said, “You’ll need it. Mom and Dad won’t pay for your darts.”

	“Darts?” Annie said.

	“Your cigarettes,” Duncan said.

	Julia’s expression soured. “You’re young, quitting will be easy.” She reigned it in then. “This is a great start to a college fund, if you want to do something helpful.”

	Annie told Julia the same thing she’d told her mother: “I don’t think extra schooling’s for me.”

	“Well, you can use it for whatever you like. The necessities are on us,” Austen said. 

	The conversation hit a roadblock there and the foursome remained in place like animatronic statues: moving but not really doing anything. Julia yawned and declared bedtime for herself and Austen. Duncan took Annie by the arm and whispered, “Guess you’ll want a tour of where to light up.”

	Annie considered him appreciatively. Not much thought was going toward what Annie wanted, mostly what people thought she needed. A smoke, however, was something she wanted.

	“Can I have some water?” she said.

	Duncan fetched her a glass on the way to the garage access. “Best stand out that door.” He pointed once into the utilitarian garage.

	Annie moved without much thought.

	“Throw your butts on the street, best not put them on the lawn. Mom’ll have a fit.”

	Annie frowned. “I’ll put them in my pocket.”

	“Cool. Lock back up when you come in.”

	Suddenly, for the first time in what felt like a long, long time, Annie was alone with her thoughts. She lit a cigarette and then sipped from the water, grimacing over the chlorine—it tasted like the school tap water from Bonny. The sky was dim, and the street was lifeless. Tall lamps never let the dark flourish, but enough shadows would give room for nocturnal creatures a semblance of normality. Which was what Annie needed. She bent and took off one sock and then the other. The snow had melted next to the garage and ran into a ditch that separated properties. She stepped into the spongey grass and crouched, watching for any signs of life as her hand absently played with the perfume container at the hollow of her throat.

	“Mom, I don’t like it here,” she whispered.

	Seven minutes later, Annie returned to the house after locking the garage door. She shuffled to her room, which was bookended by Duncan’s room and the master bedroom. On both sides she could hear conversation—Duncan video chatting with Cammie and Julia and Austen pillow talking. 

	“She’s not bad, just weird,” Duncan said.

	Annie huffed as she took a step deeper into the room.

	“Probably that trailer had rats and her mother was some lazy hippie,” Julia said.

	“Might explain the money thing,” Austen said.

	Annie, dressed in one of her mother’s nightshirts, lay in bed, staring at the dark ceiling. “Must not know I can hear them.” 

	All signs point to no, Ellen’s voice said in Annie’s head.

	Annie grinned. Her mother wasn’t all gone, not yet. “Goodnight, Mom.” 

	Goodnight, Annie of mine.

	 

	fifteen

	“I don’t see what’s wrong with this!” Julia said, holding up a breezy summer dress—Guess branded, $149.99.

	A handful of shoppers side-eyed the spectacle. Julia had led them to boutiques all morning. She’d dressed the part, and Cammie looked like any teen with a nose for low-budget designer fashion. Annie wore her denim jacket, a tee, jeans, and her shin-high rubber boots. Julia had attempted to get Annie into some appropriate shoes, but Annie protested that shoes weren’t appropriate for slush and that, in fact, by design, rubber boots were the appropriate choice. 

	Julia hung up the dress and stomped to the wall of denim. “Look, even on sale!”

	“Only like eighty-seven bucks after taxes,” Cammie said, egging on the situation, getting a kick out of the proceedings.

	Annie breathed deeply through her nose. “I went to a K-Mart once.” Annie kicked at fat dust bunnies that rolled around the store like fluffy tumbleweeds. 

	“We don’t have those. What about Wal-Mart?” Cammie asked. 

	Julia gave her a look.

	“I have clothes.” Annie sunk into the collar of her jacket as she spoke, her chin resting on the steel apple.

	“I think maybe you don’t understand. We have the money, and this is what the girls here wear. You don’t want to stick out and get picked on,” Julia said. 

	Annie mumbled something in reply, not quite audible above the latest Katy Perry track pumping through the store’s speaker system. 

	“What’s that?” Julia said.

	Annie lifted her face. “It’s what girls wore in Bonny, too. I never got picked on.” This was a lie, but when the picking never fazed her, it went away, like a stale advertising campaign.

	“What about Denim Depot or Designer Spot?” Cammie said, her grin slipping.

	Julia looked at her a moment, lips down to tight pink threads. “Yes. Yes. That’s…everything’s cheaper, and Annie has to have it cheap. But I need a coffee first. Annie, do you drink coffee.”

	She nodded. Cammie, bouncy and placating, spun from the aisle between tables at the Guess boutique and led the way between the flowing shoppers. Annie’s boots squeaked and squawked as she walked. Julia looked around to see if anyone noticed.

	They reached the Starbucks and Cammie said, “I’ve got to pee. Can I get a London fog?” before hurrying down a long hallway.

	Annie inhaled deeply of the fryer scents. Julia plunked down the bag of clothes she’d bought for herself at a four-seater table. Annie slipped into a chair. Julia remained standing, looking around, as if lost.

	“What kind of coffee?” 

	Annie shrugged. “One with cream and sugar?”

	“Yeah, of course. Nothing fancy for Orphan Annie,” Julia said. “Oh, here are some of the girls from your school. If they talk to you, act cool.” Julia visibly brightened as she made for the Check Point Brews line.

	Coming across the food court were Renee Fritz, head of the cheerleading squad, Sadi Graves, Stacey Kirby, and Bristol Walcott. Annie stared at them.

	“What are you looking at?” Renee said.

	Annie blinked but held her gaze. The silence was long and strange. 

	“What, are you retarded?” Renee said then.

	Again, Annie said nothing for a long pause before she finally said, “No, are you?” as she cocked her head some.

	The pause extended further this time. The girls looked at one another, as if uncertain of how to proceed. Annie shot a look to the bathroom hallway and saw Cammie coming, then to the coffee kiosk where Julia was grinning at her from afar, already fixing lids onto cups.

	“Look at her fucking boots!” Sadi pointed, side-eyeing Renee.

	Annie frowned and looked at the fuzzy, soggy Ugg boots the girls wore. “My feet are dry. Are your feet dry?”

	Renee shook her head. “Who the fuck you think you’re talking to?”

	“Yeah, fucking ugly boot bitch,” Stacey said, as if needing to get into the conversation somehow.

	Julia stepped to Annie’s table with a tray of coffees. “Hello, girls.”

	“Mrs. Temple?” Renee said.

	“I see you’ve met Duncan’s little sister. She’s up from Michigan.” Julia changed her tone as if to let them in on a secret. “Austen had a fling as a younger and wilier man, and we just found out about her. Her mother’s died. Sad stuff. Orphan Annie of mine.” She put her hand on Annie’s shoulder.

	Annie scrunched her face. The insecurity of a grown woman pandering to teenagers was hideous. She snatched a coffee cup. 

	“Not that one. That one,” Julia said, pointing.

	“I’m going outside to smoke a cigarette,” Annie said after grabbing the correct cup.

	 

	sixteen

	“Where you going?” Cammie said as she returned.

	Annie waved a flippant hand over her shoulder, cigarette pack in her grip. Cammie scrunched her expression to the left side of her face as she reached the bitch crowd chatting up Duncan’s mother.

	“It would be a big help if you girls were nice to Annie. She’s having a hard time adjusting,” Julia said. “Cammie, I was talking to some of your friends.”

	“Right.”

	Bristol grinned at Cammie in that way that had always made Cammie feel wronged. Bristol might look like the others, but she was a total freakshow under the skin. 

	“Annie seems neat. I like her boots,” Bristol said.

	Stacey and Sadi both sniggered. Julia reached for her coffee, visibly pretending not to have heard the backdoor compliment. The mall was busy enough to offer distraction beyond the coffee, too, but nobody needed it.

	“Well…we have to go, Mrs. Temple. Bye Cammie,” Renee said as she led her nodding, phony smiling group away.

	“I guess we’d better go find her, huh?” Julia said, no longer playing at being amused.

	“Not to overstep here, but you probably shouldn’t say too much to those girls about private stuff,” Cammie said. She didn’t want Julia mad, but there was stupid and then capital S stupid. “They’re horrible people. I mean like real-life, crime show, serial killer mean girls.”

	“Come on. They’re the cool girls. If they like Annie, so will everybody else.” Julia sipped from her cup and then winced at the heat.

	“I don’t think she cares about being cool.” 

	“Everybody wants to be cool.”

	Cammie was not convinced. She was cool and was glad of it. She wouldn’t have minded being cooler even, but it simply didn’t matter to everybody. In the ninth grade there’d been this army brat kid named Shaun who’d started school one October. He ignored everybody but the art teachers and the only time someone attempted to bully him, they ended up with a dislocated pinky and promise of more to come.

	Annie returned smelling like smoke. Julia explained the next stop, which was in a strip mall rather than a proper mall. The strip mall had six stores, all discount fashion. Cammie finally got Annie to agree to some things at the Winners and then the Designer Depot. Julia had all but given up. The stuff she’d picked was simply too understated to win over Julia, but Cammie thought she was really starting to understand the girl she assumed would be her eventual sister-in-law.

	They reached the Temple home, and when Julia tried to pull her car into the garage, she had to stop short. A father and his son stood over a bicycle and a scattering of plastic packaging. 

	“Looks like they got your bike,” Julia said.

	Annie smiled a real smile and Cammie cringed upon seeing it. Julia had tried every trick she knew and couldn’t work a smile out of the girl, but Austen did this one little thing and Annie was beaming.

	Julia put the car in park and hit the button a second time and let the door close. 

	 

	seventeen

	Duncan and Austen moved onto the final of four bicycle shops in Pine City: Pedalling Doug’s. So far, shopping for Annie’s bicycle had been a supreme failure. Austen wanted desperately for Annie to love his choice, and this desire made everything seem inadequate—despite that it was obvious Annie had simple tastes.

	Pedalling Doug was the first salesperson who listened and comprehended the situation. The man was forty-ish, slim with thinning hair, and spoke with the accepting pauses of a man pushed into so many corners he simply accepted them. 

	“I don’t know what she likes. Her last bike was junk. I want to get her something like a Huffy-Cadillac, get it?” Austen said, leaving out that it didn’t need the typical specialty qualifications.

	Pedalling Doug considered Austen and Duncan a moment, tapping his chin in thought; the store was empty otherwise, so the Temples had him all to themselves. “She athletic, or is this about feeling…good?”

	“Not athletic,” Austen said.

	“Price an issue?” Pedalling Doug said.

	Austen shook his head and Duncan got wide-eyed in seeing this. Austen was an accountant, was especially concerned with where money went. Typically. 

	At every other store they’d gone to, the salesperson jumped right into the bikes priced around $5,000. If price wasn’t an issue, why wouldn’t a fifteen-year-old girl want a Bianci or a Giant or a Trek? To their surprise, Pedalling Doug proved himself a better salesman and led them to general purpose mountain bikes, prices starting well under a grand.

	“I can order in more girly colors,” Pedalling Doug said. 

	 “No, I need it today, but it should be a girl’s bike,” Austen said.

	“That’s mostly bar placement and it’s meaningless to the ride. Cheaper for me to carry stuff that matches a more universal interest. Most women’s bikes do have a dip in the bar, but it’s becoming outdated.” Pedalling Doug smiled and raised a fist. “Girl power.”

	Duncan chuckled politely. Austen eased as if the air tensing his internal balloon had a valve opened to relieve some pressure. This was the fourth shop of the day—add in the department store stops—and this guy was gawky and funny in the right ways.

	“See this shifter is—” Pedalling Doug stopped himself when Austen cringed. “Buy one of these three. They’re what you want.”

	Raleigh produced all three. All three had four-digit price tags. Duncan looked over his father’s shoulder and said, “She’d be happy with a cheap one.”

	Austen looked at the tags, not really understanding that Duncan had meant cheap-cheap, as in department store cheap, and pointed at the smallest number.  “That one, and what about extra stuff.”

	“Stuff?” Pedalling Doug asked as he pulled the chosen bike out from the line. His right eyebrow rose a quarter inch and a grin crept to the right corner of his mouth. Stuff the world over was a markup goldmine.

	“Yeah, like a thing to strap on stuff,” Austen said.

	“Use your words, Dad,” Duncan said.

	“Like a rack…and stuff.”

	“Ah, stuff.” Pedalling Doug walked Austen and Duncan to a wall busy with chrome and leather and rubber. 

	All in, the receipt came to $1,432.56. Austen came away as if floating. Duncan came away laughing. It started out as alarming; the extra stuff added numerous useful items, but also a banana seat and tassels, to the purchase, which were both hilarious next to the efficient looking bicycle.

	Less than an hour later, the garage door began tumbling upward and Austen and Duncan stilled, looking out at the family car. The door started down again, but Annie had already jumped out and was making for the garage’s main door. It was locked and Duncan had to let her in. Her expression was wide and excited but faltered a moment when the price tag fluttered beneath her feet. That was a lot of money. 

	“We got you a banana seat!” Austen said. He was sweaty and dirty from the dusty garage floor. The bike was all together, minus some stuff that could be put on or left off.

	Julia stepped inside, Cammie behind her, both carting the day’s purchases in overlarge paper bags. Julia was frowning when she said, “Looks like you found something Annie likes.”

	“There’s tassels, if you want them?” Austen said, beaming because Annie was beaming.

	 

	eighteen

	It had been years since Duncan rode a bicycle. Cammie a little less time, though it had been a while. 

	For the first time since moving to Canada, Annie took the lead somewhere. Most of the murky snowmelt had pooled in gutters, sending out great dirty washes in their wake. Annie was the only one of the trio who had fenders and thusly, the only one avoiding a misting up the spine. They’d gone along the north end of town toward the river and hooked a hard right onto the park trails. The trails were dry thanks to ditches on either side of the cement walkways. Annie pushed on beyond the walkways.

	“Slow down!” Duncan shouted.

	Annie hooked a corner around a copse of spruce trees and did more than slow down. She hopped off and set the bike gently aside before crouching and taking a handful of slow steps.

	Duncan came around and Annie waved frantically behind her. When he started to speak, she gave him eyes, then pointed.

	Cammie came around next, looking winded. “Hey,” she said, and Duncan gave her the hush sign and gestured to Annie with a flick of his head.

	It was warm enough to do without, so Duncan took off his ski jacket and put it down next to Annie. He and Cammie sat on their knees, the dampness cutting through to their already sodden pants. Annie looked back and mouthed, quit moving. She’d come to a stop by a hole in the ground. More than an hour had passed since leaving home and the sun had lowered noticeably, soon it would be dark and with the dark would come cold. 

	Duncan and Cammie began fidgeting before long, but Annie remained still—aside from when she needed to give them stern looks. Each had their phones in short order. After twenty minutes, Duncan leaned forward, about to rise and tell Annie they were heading home, when the first of three small orange fox cubs poked their heads out of the hole.

	“Wow,” Cammie whispered and immediately covered her mouth. 

	The cub heads scooted back into the hole at the sound of her voice. Annie did not bother with another scolding glance. Instead, she remained stoic, a perfect observer of what the forest had to offer. Less than a minute later, the first cub emerged again and took tiny steps around the area in front of the den. The second and third followed. They had wide black eyes, huge given the size of their heads. Like a Margaret Keane painting. 

	Annie gave a nearly imperceptible nod to the riverbank before pushing up high enough to crouch-walk backward away from the scene. Cammie and Duncan scrambled to do the same, making far too much noise in the process. The cubs hurried back into their den. Within a handful of seconds, a full grown, deep red fox trotted up from the riverbank, keeping an eye on the human interlopers, a floppy rat in its mouth. It didn’t pause and hurried down after its cubs. 

	Annie stood straight and lit a cigarette, the second to last from the pack. 

	“I wasn’t thinking, could’ve recorded it,” Cammie whispered.

	“You can see it again. No need to record,” Annie said.

	“People can see that she saw then,” Duncan said and nudged Cammie with an elbow.

	Annie shrugged. Watching a video wasn’t the same as being there. She took a drag and looked at Duncan. “How old do I have to be to buy cigarettes?”

	“For most, nineteen, but you might know somebody who knows somebody.” Duncan said. 

	“You mean Darren’s brother. You’re going to introduce her to that little perv?” Cammie feigned disgust.

	“I’ll kick his ass if he screws around with my little sister.”

	Cammie wrapped her arms around his neck and planted a kiss on his cheek. “You’re so cute!” 

	Austen led the way. Kyle Rodgers worked the gas, snacks, and tobacco booth outside the Co-Op Hardware. Kyle was a boy a year younger than Duncan, a twerp with a loud mouth and a way of slithering out of trouble. His brother, Darren, who was a year older than Duncan, was the former quarterback of the PCCHS Lions and had led the team to two regional banners. He was smooth, cool, handsome, strong, and honest. The polar opposite of Kyle.

	“Hey there, Dunc. Cammie, you’re lookin’ mighty doable this fine night,” Kyle said. He wore a thin moustache like a puberty badge.

	“Can it, fuckface,” Duncan said.

	“Hey, guy, I was only kidding. Besides it was a compliment.”

	“See this girl here?” Duncan stepped aside and Annie came forward.

	“I score her a five, nine if I’m drunk and she’s easy,” Kyle said, turning a pen around the index and middle fingers of his right hand.

	“This is my sister, Annie. She just moved here and you’re going to sell her cigarettes whenever she comes in, and if you overcharge or try anything funny, I’ll come in here and tear that sad excuse for a moustache off your lip, one hair at a time. That’s only to start, got it?”

	“You ain’t got a sister,” Kyle said, letting the pen drop.

	Duncan folded his arms over his chest. “I do now. Got it?”

	Kyle nodded. “Hey, Dunc, I’ll be good. You know me, man.”

	“I do, now sell Annie some cigarettes.”

	“I don’t do this for just anybody.” Kyle turned his eyes back to Annie.

	“Bullshit,” Cammie said.

	“Do you have Classic Reds?” Annie asked. The scene was utterly strange.

	“Nuh-uh, don’t sell any American brands but Marlboro and they’re expensive and not even how they do them in the U.S. This American dude told me all about it one day while he filled his van.”

	Annie read the signs on the wall. The cigarettes remained hidden behind flaps. The only real selling point of any was price.

	“Can I have a pack of the value kind,” Annie said. 

	“Sure, which ones?” Kyle said, flipping up an eye-level flap to reveal red, blue, and white packs.

	“Middle strength,” Duncan said.

	“P.J. Reds, that’ll be nine and a quarter.” Kyle tossed a blue package with the name Peter Jackson scrolled across the bottom.

	Annie did some math. “I want four of them, please.”

	“Thirty-seven big ones, my lady.” Kyle pouted a tiny air smooch Annie’s way.

	Annie reached into her boot and pulled the bills from her sock. She accepted the change and dropped it into a front pocket of her jeans.

	“We should get you a purse,” Cammie said.

	“Then I wouldn’t squish my cigarettes,” Annie said, without thinking. 

	Cammie smirked.

	At home in the garage, Duncan said, “This is our secret, okay? Mom’ll kill me if she finds out.”

	 

	nineteen

	Thin walls made for bad hearing.

	“It’s anti-social and depressed. She needs friends and normalcy, not space!” Julia said.

	“She doesn’t care about all that stuff, just let her be,” Austen said.

	“No! She needs love and protection. She needs to fit in and get on with her life. Imagine spending all your free time watching for foxholes. It’s insane. It’s not normal.”

	“You’ve lost it. If Annie needs us, we’ll be there. If she wants space, she can damn well have it.”

	“Did you know she didn’t get a bank account?”

	“What?”

	“I went in this morning and Ken told me she didn’t open an account. She just swapped cash for cash. She let me think she opened a bank account. The girl’s a liar.”

	“Did she say she opened a bank account?”

	Annie, sick of listening, slinked out her door and stepped barefoot down the hall with her current cigarette pack in hand. She slipped into her rubber boots. Cammie had thought they needed sprucing up and decorated them with nail polish flowers. Annie grabbed her jacket from a hook and headed out to the garage and beyond. 

	Rain pattered the street, making the asphalt shine like glass beneath the streetlights. It was never dark in the city. Beneath the overhang at the side of the home, Annie lit a cigarette. There was a chill on her fuzzy bare legs, but nothing more than that. The snow had become a memory outside of places it had been piled. The block was quiet, but there was noise a few streets over. Cars, and music from a bar. 

	That piece of Pine City seemed lifeless until way down the block, a black shape swooped and fell, dipping in front of streetlamps as it approached. The lights began blinking before blaring into brilliant haloes as the swooping thing drew closer to the Temple home. The thing was two streetlights away when, one by one, the bulbs further down the block began to burst in sparking showers of hot glass.

	Annie took a deep breath through her cigarette. The bursts drew closer as the dark thing swung upward before diving back into view. The light closest to the Temple property line burst in a miniature firework display. The thing flew toward the house and stopped at the end of the driveway, hovering there in a great shadowy mass. The cigarette between Annie’s fingers, hovering a millimeter from her lips, went un-smoked. The thing made her think of moths and butterflies, and then of her mother. Her mother would’ve been thrilled and amazed to see this particular mystery. 

	The creature went higher and then swooped, b-lining for Annie in the garage doorway. She opened her mouth to a gasp. The belly of the creature, like a moth, like a butterfly, but big as a hawk, burst into searing white light that penetrated Annie’s skull. She was knocked from her feet, unconscious before her head hit the floor. 

	She came to on the cold cement, sore all over. Night was gone and dawn would soon shine down on the world. On the block, hydro workers were already rising in the basket of a cherry picker at the end of the street. The cigarette was on the floor, burned down to the filter. Annie picked it up before hurrying inside.

	“Where were—what did you do?” Julia was in the kitchen, she’d already showered and fixed her hair, but still wore her robe. The house smelled of toast and coffee.

	“What’d I do?” Annie asked.

	“Your nose is bloody!” Julia pointed a skinny finger with a manicured nail, glossy with clear polish.

	Annie lifted her hand and touched the crust that ran along and above her upper lip. “I slipped in the garage.”

	“What were you doing out in the garage?”

	Annie had never had to lie to her mother. “In my dream someone stole my bike. I wanted to make sure it was still there.”

	Julia’s concern evaporated quite visibly. “Uh huh, better go wash up.”

	 

	twenty

	Mrs. Benton sat Annie at the back of the room at a table with two other students. The school decided easiest was best and took Annie’s Bonny grades and applied them to similar classes underway. English, math, ancient history, and civics; three of which were at the advanced level. Civics was a mandatory general class. 

	“I want a two-thousand-word short story concerning something meaningful to you. Also, pull from your real life; I don’t want fan fiction. And remember that it is to be a fiction,” Mrs. Benton said.

	The class was halfway between bored and asleep until Mrs. Benton clapped to get everyone thinking about the assignment. Once all were busy, she approached Annie. 

	“Annie Pilgrim, what do you think of the school so far?” she whispered.

	Annie combed a few loose strands of hair away from her face with the capped end of her pen. “It seems like any school, I guess. Bigger than the one in Bonny.”

	“Good, good, do you know what fiction is, Annie?”

	This seemed like a trick question. “Umm, yes?”

	“Good, have you ever written a short story?”

	Annie nodded. “Never two thousand words.”

	“It sounds like a lot; it isn’t when you pick something meaningful to you.”

	“Like what?” 

	Ellen Pilgrim’s voice chimed into Annie’s mind before Mrs. Benton could answer. A ghoul looking to dig up the dead.

	“I know you have hard subjects to talk about.” Mrs. Benton placed a wrinkled hand over Annie’s. “Your mother, for one.”

	Bingo was his name-o. Ellen said this often enough, usually whenever something was expectedly bad or tough to swallow, so it made all kinds of sense that Annie would conjure her voice and her words now.

	“Does it have to be sad?” Annie said. 

	Mrs. Benton frowned. “Not necessarily. It has to be meaningful and quite often those subjects hurt the most.”

	Annie pouted out her lips, feeling her mother urging her to be herself. “I can write about the signs and the little miracles then.”

	“Fantasy is all fine for people needing a break from meaningful reality, but the best fiction pulls from real life. All that make believe stuff is kind of juvenile. Did you read Alice Munro or Margaret Atwood at your last school?”

	Annie shook her head. She’d never heard of either, and by Mrs. Benton’s tone, she didn’t think she wanted to.

	“I should likely assign some to you. It won’t even feel like homewo—”

	Annie, still stuck on what was real and fantasy, cut off the teacher. “It’s all real life, you just have to be silent and wait and wait, then you see it.”

	“Are you sure you know what fiction means?” 

	Tell her, in a fiction, your mother would be here to tell her off.

	“In fiction, my mother would be here to tell you to screw off,” Annie said, growing hot at her middle. School was an utter waste of time. Spring was hitting outside those walls and tiny glimpses of magic were happening everywhere. 

	Mrs. Benton straightened and turned away from the sudden confrontation. “Two thousand words, you have until next week.”

	A few kids sniggered behind hands, but most were focused on pockets of discussions unrelated to Annie or Mrs. Benton. And as much as Annie would like to stick it to the teacher somehow, she was already thinking about that black thing that had burst the lights and knocked her cold the night before. There were so many blanks in the whats and hows that only fiction could fill. It seemed like something worth exploring.

	“Mrs. Benton!” shouted a strange mousy boy who smelled like ketchup from next to Annie at that back table. “She’s bleeding!”

	 

	twenty-one

	Rain Miller led the way and then stood in the corner of the alcohol-scented washroom. Lime green paint, off-white tile flooring, an open ceiling revealing the waterwork piping. Annie leaned over a sink, one of five in a line. The water rushed out as she dabbed at her face with scratchy brown paper towels.

	“You think your education can stand up against ours?” Rain asked, coming out snooty. She was a small, plain, ginger-haired girl with boney shoulders and a pig’s nose. “I hear you Americans are kept stupid to keep the status quo. Is that true?”

	Annie said nothing.

	“Do you even know what the status quo means?”

	Annie horked out a gob of snot and blood. She thought she knew, but didn’t want to offer a stumbling, bumbling definition for this girl to pick apart. These high achievers were pretty much the same everywhere, fearing what they weren’t certain about. Ellen had explained to Annie that it wasn’t always a person’s fault how they acted, especially kids and teens—Try not to hold it against them. Best thing is to ignore them.

	Annie heard these words now and wondered if her mother’s voice in her head was forever. She hoped so.

	“You know you’re in the advanced class, right? Maybe the college level is better for you. I’m the top of the class and I can see that you’re not so smart.” 

	Annie globbed pearly pink soap into her palm. The nosebleed had ceased. “Why are you still here?” 

	“What?” Rain straightened, frowning.

	“Teacher told you to show me where’s the bathroom, and now I know,” Annie said, spitting a final mouthful of blood into the sink.

	Rain huffed and swung open the door, stopping before exiting to say, “Most Americans are stupid and fat.”

	So what? Annie wasn’t a patriot. She was a Pilgrim. 

	 

	twenty-two

	“All right, settle your butts.” Ms. Ling said to the loud class—a group always agitated after lunch. “Hm, hello. are you in the right place, Miss…?”

	Annie stood by the door with her paperwork in hand, hemp backpack strap over one shoulder. “Annie Pilgrim.” She handed over her timetable. All eyes were on her—eighteen sets—including Rain Miller’s.

	Ms. Ling popped on her heels. “Right! You’re a Temple, of a sort. How do you like Pine City?”

	Annie shrugged. 

	“That’s how I feel about it too. Okay, well, we have two open spots, one next to Rain.” Ms. Ling rolled her eyes playfully and then pointed at the back table. A straight line behind Rain. “And one there, next to Loretta Blain.”

	Rain faced forward. In that moment, Annie had to wonder if she had a friend in the world. She continued by to the empty seat. Loretta Blain didn’t look pleased to have Annie next to her. Annie guessed she was an older girl making up a credit but didn’t care enough to enquire further. This rodeo would end once she sixteen. 

	A few minutes into the lesson about Egypt, Ms. Ling found an extra textbook and placed it on Annie’s table, pointing a finger gun, clicking her tongue against her inner cheek. Teachers in America didn’t do stuff like that; guns at school weren’t something to joke about.

	 

	twenty-three

	Cammie waded through the pack of stalled adolescents. Backpacks and purses hung off shoulders, cigarettes dangled from lips. Most of the students milled, not in a hurry to get away now that they were finally free. 

	“Ready?” Cammie said, leaned over Duncan’s shoulder. She had her own car and he only drove when one of his parents didn’t need their vehicles.

	“Yep, we better grab Annie,” Duncan said and then pecked Cammie’s cheek. “Let’s wait out front.” 

	He shot Annie a text—Julia had tried to impress her with a cellphone on the family plan, but Annie simply accepted it. Cammie linked arms with Duncan after he slammed shut his locker and closed the lock.

	“Did you see her today?” Duncan had to speak loudly to be heard over the push of humanity, despite that they were walking side-by-side. 

	“No. I thought maybe she’d come find you.” Cammie took a shoulder in the forearm from a girl going against the tide, and grimaced.

	They made it to the foyer and the bright, bright sun pouring in from the skylights. Beyond the three sets of windowed doors, Annie stood at the bottom of the walkway, her head turned toward a brick pillar. 

	“There she is,” Cammie said as she pushed through a door, Duncan on her tail.

	“Hey, Annie!” Duncan said 

	Annie turned and her eyes lit. 

	“Oh, hey,” Cammie said, frowning, stalling her forward momentum.

	Duncan got to Cammie’s side. “Bristol,” he said, the name like a slur, the color in his cheeks rising. The lurid text messages had ceased three days earlier without explanation. 

	“Hey, you two. Me and Annie were just talking about hanging out sometime.” Bristol’s eyes seemed to pierce into Duncan.

	Cammie laughed. “Oh yeah?”

	Annie pouted her bottom lip and shook her head. “I didn’t say that.”

	Bristol’s expression didn’t falter, and her eyes never shifted. A car with a CB speaker started calling out for honeys as it rolled down the street, and still, she remained focused.

	“Want a ride home?” Duncan asked, looking anywhere but at Bristol

	“Yes,” Annie said. 

	“Hey, now, just a second. We didn’t trade numbers or—” 

	“What’s the game?” Cammie asked, cutting off Bristol.

	“No game, just being nice,” Bristol said, batting her lashes at Cammie.

	“I don’t know my number,” Annie said and turned her back to Bristol.

	Cammie took Annie by the arm and they started away while Duncan leaned in to whisper, “Just fuck off, all right?”

	“Dump Cammie and we’ll see,” Bristol whispered back.

	Duncan screwed up his face and tossed his arms into the air. He took three long steps to catch up to Annie and Cammie. 

	“She’s so weird,” Cammie said as they reached the sidewalk.

	Most days, after school, especially recently, Cammie stayed at the Temple’s as late as reason permitted. Other days, she had to work the theater concession stand or ticket booth, then after, did janitorial duties—it was as if those floors were crafted to be sticky because no amount of effort ever seemed to make a difference. Austen and Julia refused to let Duncan work through the school year. He had argued at first but eventually let it go. He’d work his entire adult life away soon enough, perhaps at a halfway decent job if he kept his grades up. His parents gave him money when he asked, but his annual stint on summer road crews kept him afloat most of the year.

	Cammie pulled into the Temple driveway. Her Kia was getting on; the muffler rattled and black smoke coughed in racking exhalations. There was a hole somewhere on the topside of the gas tank and if she drove too long, she became lightheaded. It also meant she never put more than $25 in at the pump. She had a disc player with a thumb drive slot. A blue eight-gig drive was in place. Duncan fiddled with the skip button for the entire trip, every trip. 

	Katy Perry Roared through the factory speakers while Duncan leaned over the center console and kissed Cammie. “See you tomorrow. Love you.”

	“You do, aww that’s so nice,” Cammie said. 

	Duncan gave her a weak punch in the shoulder.

	“Thanks for the ride,” Annie said.

	Annie and Duncan stood in the driveway while Cammie backed out onto the street. Duncan used his key to open the garage door and Annie stepped directly to her bike.

	“Where you going?” 

	“Bike around.” 

	“Uh, Mom’s pretty stern. Dad less so, but still… Homework first, then supper, and then if you need to go out you probably can. They’re pretty easy about everything, but not about school stuff.”

	Annie wrinkled her nose. “Oh.” She took her hands from the handlebars and reached into her backpack for her cigarettes and started toward the side door.

	“Want some company?” Duncan was all smiles.

	“No, thanks.” Annie closed the door behind her. Around the house to the backyard was a small patch of lawn that budded up against a construction site. The future home of a set of squat condominiums, according to a billboard.

	 

	twenty-four

	“How was your day?” Julia asked.

	They sat around an oak dining table. A freezer lasagna was prominent like a centerpiece between them. Next to it was a loaf of toasted French bread smeared with garlic margarine and topped with mozzarella cheese, browned and smelling delicious. A Brita brand jug of water and a two-liter carton of 1% milk joined the supper. 

	“Is it much different from school in Michigan?” Austen asked.

	“Fine,” Annie said to Julia, around a mouthful—freezer lasagna was a bit like home—then turned to Austen. “It’s bigger and the people are kind of different.” 

	“How so?” Julia asked.

	“Everybody talks to me…or, at me. In Bonny, people mostly left me alone.”

	“I’m sure everybody’s trying to be friendly.” Julia dipped her bread into excess sauce spilling from the lasagna’s body.

	“One girl told me because I’m American I’ll get fat.”

	Austen choked momentarily on a piece of bread. “Who said that?” he said, coughing as he spoke.

	Annie shrugged. “Just some girl, and one of those girls from the mall called me a retard and a hillbilly, then another of those girls wanted me to go to the mall with her.”

	“Who called you that?” Julia said, bread hovering an inch from her plate.

	Annie shrugged again. “Cool girls.”

	“Be nice, fit in, and people will be nice back,” Julia said.

	“Or ignore them and be yourself,” Austen said, eyes on his food.

	The atmosphere was getting weighty, but the chewy lasagna was hitting Annie just right. It had her seeing the positives of the day. “I like Ms. Ling,” she said.

	“The history teacher? In grade eight she gave my class the tour of the high school. She was in grade twelve then,” Duncan said as he helped himself to another piece of lasagna. 

	“That’s a quick turnaround,” Austen said.

	“Doesn’t usually go so smoothly,” Julia said, and just like that, Annie was no longer the topic and she had nothing much to contribute.

	After supper, Annie bussed her dishes to the dishwasher and Julia came up behind her like a shadow, almost touching her. 

	“I know it’s not easy and if you ever need to talk about things, I’m here. We want you to be happy. Sometimes we need to talk to people about things.”

	Ellen Pilgrim’s voice spoke within Annie’s head, Pod people.

	“I can still talk to my mom.”

	Julia’s eyes widened and she took a step around Annie, leaning her head forward and hissing the words, “Does she talk back?”

	Annie frowned. “No, she’s dead.”

	This straightened Julia out. “Of course,” she said. “But you know, if you try to get along, those girls will like you—”

	Annie cut her short. “I don’t like the mall and I don’t need lots of people around me. I don’t need to fit in.”

	“But those things make life easier. Trust me. I know it can be hard for teenage girls who aren’t popular. I want you to be as happy as you can be.”

	Not your life, a voice in Annie’s head said. It wasn’t clear if it was hers or her mother’s, not that it mattered. Annie turned away but Julia’s arms wrapped around her, hot breath blew on her neck.

	“We’re all here for you, Annie Pilgrim.”

	Frozen, she waited for Julia to finish.

	 

	twenty-five

	If he moved with regularity nobody bothered him. Leo Stanford had learned this the hard way. The first troubles came years ago when he’d hunkered down and began learning the way things were for people in his position who stayed stationary. Most of Pine City’s homeless became drifters. A lack of services pushed them elsewhere. It was a short bus trip to a bigger center with more opportunities, especially for the junkies. 

	Leo Stanford considered being a drunk a step far above being a junkie. When he got drunk, he did so with enough regard to pack himself away. Only a handful of people remembered Leo from before and he was fine with that. It was shameful how far he’d fallen and every time he showed up behind Father Michael’s church or behind the Royal Bank on Vine Street with his hands out, those sad faces reminded him how shameful it was. An equal who’d become pitiful.

	His prick father had set up the plan with Leo’s little sister. She’d inherited everything and doled out when necessary to the brothers. It was an agreeable scenario for Gloria, she loved dealing with money, not spending, but watching how it moved through the depths of society. It almost always came back to a bank, with interest. The magic of capitalism’s system.

	Michael’s portion of the family inheritance dripped into the church over the years, and if he ever decided to leave the cloth behind, additional money was there for him. Leo’s piece needed to be spoon fed to him. He took enough to drink every day, but not enough to blackout. Michael fed him breakfast and supper alongside a dozen others who were down, down, down enough to visit a church with their hands out and bellies rumbling. Michael had also found Leo an old pup tent and a kerosene heater. This let him spend winters deep in the forest at the park—out of sight, out of mind. In the summer, he moved around, just another bum—bums were like dandelions when the weather grew warmer.

	Winter gone, Leo shifted his location in the park so that he might feel the warmth of the sun on his face, settling on the edge of one of the many trails surrounding the green space. He’d seen Annie three times now, and she’d intrigued him from the onset. She sat and watched things the way he sat and watched things. On an especially warm evening, a voice in his head suggested that perhaps God had sent her to be with him. 

	Now, he peered out at her from behind his tent flap. She was there, a ways away on her bicycle. He wanted to speak. He wanted to touch her hair. He wanted to light her cigarettes, like a gentleman from the Silver Screen. He licked his dry and crusty lips as he climbed free of his tent. A splash of rum burned up his throat—he’d only just finished off Captain Morgan’s dregs.

	Light flashed up the trail, flaring the lamps above the walkway. This wonderful girl was coming right for him. He waved his arms. That blue light seemed to buzz so much nearer with every blink.

	“Magawl! Magawl!” Leo said as Annie drew near, swerving to miss his wide, outstretched arms. He stumbled, never quite lifting his feet. “Magawl!”

	Annie tripped over the pedal and flopped onto her side, tangled in the frame of the bike. Leo bellyflopped onto her, drooling and breathing rummy breath down her neck. She struggled and whined.

	“Go away,” she said. 

	“Magawl!” Leo planted his mouth on her cheek and began working his tongue around.

	“Help!” she screamed and reached into her pocket for the phone Julia had forced into her possession. It slipped from her hand.

	Leo began rubbing his crotch against a bike tire, piss shooting through his open fly, down onto the squirming girl. 

	“Get off! Help! MOMMY!”

	Leo’s hands latched onto either side of her face and she snapped her mouth tight. Leo’s fat tongue pushed at the crack between her lips. He continued gyrating against the spokes of the bike.

	“Lubmegawl!” he screamed into her face.

	She shook her head, fast, faster. Leo’s filthy, clammy hands played under her jacket, against her flesh. The lights overhead began bursting, showering down golden shards of glass. A great shadow suddenly enveloped the world.

	 

	twenty-six

	That bright light seemed so bright that it had carried her home. If it hadn’t been for the dirt and the piss all over her hip and butt, the thing in the park with the homeless man might’ve seemed like a simple nightmare. And never had her imagination produced anything like the textural experience of his crusty lips and gooey slug tongue. 

	She couldn’t say a word. Firstly, Julia would never let her leave the house at night again. Secondly, she didn’t know how she got home; she had no memory of riding, though she must have. Thirdly, she didn’t want to have to lie about the blood that had once again dried on her upper lip.

	The sum of what happened was all she could think about through breakfast and then her morning classes. She was a zombie, and luckily, since it was high school, she was one of many.

	“Annie…Annie? Hello,” Ms. Ling said, waving a hand before vacant eyes. Prior to the interruption she had been explaining the theories behind the tunnels running through the walls of the Egyptian pyramids. “Annie, wake up!”

	“Deaf and stupid,” Rain whispered.

	“Hey, Rain, how about you zip it?” Ms. Ling leaned down to get close to Annie. “Is something wrong?”

	“No.” Annie’s fingers wrapped around the perfume container. Her talisman.

	“She doesn’t even know what’s going on. What’s she even doing here?” Rain said, looking around to the other students for confirmation.

	“How about you spend your lunch in detention, Rain?”

	“I’ve got yearbook!”

	“Maybe you ought to learn to zip it when I tell you to,” Ms. Ling said, looking at Annie as she spoke. “Annie, they want you at the office. Are you feeling all right?”

	She was. While she held that apple, she was fine.

	Rain sneered as Annie passed through the center aisle between two rows of tables. Nobody else muttered a word or looked at her with any kind of interest. She closed the door behind her. It took a while to recall the route, and once she found it, the principal waved her into his office. He was not alone.

	“You’re Annie Pilgrim? I’m Detective Sedgewick.”

	Annie took a half-step backward. “Okay.”

	“Why were you in the park last night?”

	“Riding my bike.”

	“Be specific,” the detective said.

	Annie felt her chest tighten and sweat bubble up from her pores. This was about the homeless man…his hands, his breath, his tongue, his piss— 

	It’s okay, Annie of mine. You did nothing wrong.

	That voice in her head was a balm and she relaxed, sliding into one of two free chairs—the principal had gone to his chair on the far side of the busy desk and the detective was sitting on the corner of a stubby filing cabinet, higher, prominent amongst them.

	“I was in the part with the walking paths,” Annie said.

	“Yes, I thought so. Did you see a homeless man with a long beard?”

	She nodded. 

	“What’s this about?” the principal said.

	The detective ignored him, staring into Annie. 

	Annie in turn looked at her hands. “Yes,” she whispered, “he’s usually there. He has a tent near a fox den. I saw him last night and he startled me. I fell off my bike and then went home.”

	“That’s it? What time, late?”

	The principal stood. “Perhaps she should wait for a family member to join her while she talks to you.”

	It was Annie’s turn to ignore the principal. “Not late. Eight or nine. Why?”

	“Your phone was discovered near his…” the detective trailed. “You didn’t see anybody else out there?”

	The principal waved a hand in front of the detective. “Hey. You said you needed to talk to her about a cellphone you found, not about a dead body. It’s all over the news. I’m afraid for Annie’s sake, this conversation will have to end now.”

	 

	
twenty-seven

	Officer Chandler Prescott had taken the call first thing. The body had been full of holes and exsanguinated. A term he’d learned as a young man from a Dracula flick. He’d liked the word, added it to his vocabulary whenever he was getting spooky, but to see a body exsanguinated in real-life took all the fun out of it. It had become an ugly word now. 

	“Someone smarter than you’s gonna have to look at this,” he whispered after hanging the yellow tape and standing over the corpse while he waited for backup.

	Eventually, Detective Roland Sedgewick showed up and took over. By and by the crowd thickened. The detective touched only one thing on the scene, and that had been Annie’s cellphone. It had taken almost no effort from there to find who owned the phone after calling the number marked HOME amid the contacts—he got a rather informative answering machine. The other names in the contact list dwindled the possibilities to a girl named Annie who lived with a family called Temple—he’d assumed she was a Temple until after deducing which high she went to and then spoke to the principal there.

	He couldn’t quite place it, but she’d been strange in the interview. Answering slowly and yet coming up with just the right things to say. Perhaps it was only that the death was wholly odd and that she was wholly odd that the two felt related beyond her explanation—not that he thought her involved, not really. He didn’t much care for that principal either, which was then why he called around until he had Julia Temple’s work number. What a mess that was, but better than getting sued by an angry parent.

	Now, he sat in his little office, staring up at the cork ceiling. It was yellowed by the memory of cigarettes long ago burned and featured more than a few pencil holes. He grabbed a pencil from the black plastic holder next to his computer monitor and fired it straight up, just as a knock rapped at his door.

	“Yeah?” he said.

	The door opened.

	“Hey, Roll. I tried to send this through to Prescott—sounds like a crank—but Prescott didn’t answer.” The pencil dropped and the young man in a blue uniform continued, unfazed. “It’s a woman named Audrey Bellini, something about the body and her son.”

	“Send it through.” Roland scooped up his still warm telephone receiver as the officer hurried off. “Audrey Bellini?” he said after the click, knowing this would be yet another brick of bullshit to add to the wall. It was always like this when anything big happened. 

	 

	twenty-eight

	Austen stretched his back, wincing at the stiffness. Tax season was into the thick of the long days. For thirty or so workdays a year, he put in eleven hours with abbreviated food breaks. He inhaled deeply through his nose as he reached for his cellphone. His brain needed a moment. On silent, he’d missed six calls and three text messages. 

	“Uh oh,” he said.

	Everything was from Julia. She was frantic about Annie and, for some reason, the police. He replayed the recordings and thought he had enough to go on and dialed Julia’s line and extension.

	“Call the school,” Austen said.

	“But Detective Sedgewick said I shouldn’t.”

	“He said he’d call you back and didn’t. Call the school and talk to Annie.”

	“But—”

	“Call the school, then call me back.”

	Austen had no time for this and forcefully shifted his focus to the current moderate chaos on his desk. A woman with a full-time job had seen an online store bloom enough that she finally had to account for the income—something she hadn’t anticipated. Minutes went by in blinks and suddenly his cellphone was ringing.

	“She’s there, at lunch now. This Sedgewick had her into the office,” Julia said without ceremony. 

	Austen exhaled in relief. “Guess if she’s there and there’s no real hubbub, probably it can wait.”

	“Well…I can’t wait. I’m calling the cops. That Sedgewick should’ve already called me back.”

	Austen stretched his neck far enough to let out three clicks. “You just go ahead and do that. See you tonight.”

	“Tax season!” Julia shouted, as if only just recalling. “Sorry. Yes. Tonight.”

	“Love you.”

	“Love you, too.”

	 

	twenty-nine

	Roland apologized, sincerely, to Julia Temple when a call got routed to his desk. After explaining that he didn’t think Annie had anything to do with the situation—though a part of him did, at least in a witness capacity—he replaced the receiver and dialed the number to reach out to the referred pathologist. She was downright bubbly concerning the body and its oddity.

	“I’ve sent off the photographs to someone more adept with the recently dead. I usually see bodies covered in dirt. Mostly, I’m digging through bones. But, if you ask me, it looks like someone trying to make it look like something else. Cuts, clean edges, something ovular. Almost hole-punched. I don’t know what it’s supposed to look like. Also, there’s like mucous or something.”

	“Or something?”

	“Yeah, something. The instant analysis labs on The CSI and Bones sets were just too busy to fit this in. Looks like mucous, or something.”

	Roland had to smile at this. Even after years on the job, he wasn’t immune to a few TV magic expectations. “Any wild ideas then?” he said. The body was downright weird. No blood. Full of holes. Mucous, or something.

	“Maybe you’ve got a serial killer that wants you to think he’s a slimy monster, like a comic book monster, ooh or a dragon. It’s really spooky if you think about it. The holes remind me of like bugs. Ever see plants slugs have been at? Of course, you’ll eventually find a weapon and a bloody patch of grass and we’ll all say, well damn I never thought you could poke holes in a person with one of those, but there it is!”

	Roland sighed. This was more questions than answers. “Right. You’ll call me once you hear back?”

	“Sure thing.”

	“Thanks.”

	Before he hung up, he had to ask, “No other theories?”

	Without pause, she said, “Vampires.” Dr. Minnie Gates laughed. “For sure, weird vampires, ones that eat holes and drink the blood.” She made a slurping sound. “The word is exsanguinated. It’s a great word, huh?”

	Roland frowned. That’s the word Chandler Prescott had used. 

	“Yeah, great. Bye.”

	 

	thirty

	The five days following the thing with the homeless man were heavy ones, but with every night fallen and morning risen, Annie felt the freedom returned, little by little. Julia was nothing like Ellen. Her mother had accepted that the universe was in control while Julia admitted nothing of the sort.

	Annie still managed to find her way to the park. In fact, the mystery around the man’s death sparked a need to be there. It was not only her who seemed to be compelled to visit. The police were there, walking through the park, frequently now. They hardly looked at her, keeping their attention on the men passing through. Annie tried to ignore them, and all the others who were coming out more and more thanks to the budding spring weather. It was a start to the season that began weeks earlier in Bonny. 

	Bits of memory fluttered home. The homeless man. The bright flash. Standing before the Temple house. The thing behind the light saved her and sent her away with a gapped recollection. For a time, she wondered if it was trauma, that maybe the man did more to her than she remembered. It didn’t feel like it. Physically, she’d felt only grossed out, not violated, not pained.

	She walked to and from school to extend her free hours. There was more homework than she was used to. It wasn’t harder. It was the quantity that made it more difficult than necessary. The notion of failing her classes drifted to mind idly. Julia and Austen would get on her, but that did not matter in the long run, though they could lock her up in the short run, and that was a scary thought.

	Last period, Thursday, civics, Annie sat on the sink ledge of the main floor bathroom. Sometimes the classes seemed to squeeze tight around her and she simply had to get out. The civics teacher didn’t care how much time she killed outside class. Civics was a mandatory course for all levels. It was the only course without regular homework. 

	The door screeched inward. She hopped off the counter and pretended to wash her hands. Rain Miller ran into a stall and slammed the door. Fascinated, Annie listened. Rain was sniffling. Then a small voice said, “Hey, you, out there?” 

	Annie picked up her backpack and stepped toward the stall. “Yeah?” she said.

	“I need a… I got it on my pants. I’m so stupid,” Rain said, sobbing the words. 

	It was embarrassing, sure, but it wasn’t the end of the world. Annie turned back to the dispenser hanging on the wall. She took one pad and one tampon and held them under the stall divider. Rain took both. Annie watched Rain’s ankles, her pants were there on the floor and there was a dark brownish blotch on the tan cotton. Rain’s hands lowered as she rubbed toilet paper against the scene of the crime. It did little, but she continued frantically, spreading the stain. Annie, not thinking set down her bag in the stall and lowered into her watching stance.

	“Annie?” 

	Annie cringed. She didn’t mean to see anybody suffer. It was too intimate for scrutiny; she suddenly recognized this. “Sorry,” she said and picked up her backpack. She ran from the washroom. Skipping the remainder of civics wasn’t a problem. From her locker she grabbed her coat and headed toward home for her bicycle. She was running low on cigarettes and needed a clear window to sneak out to get them—she had to hope that the sleazy boy was working.

	 

	thirty-one

	Annie got home and checked the clock. School had been out for ten minutes, it took twenty minutes to get to the gas station, enough time to go from school to the windowed shack surrounded by gas pumps and the cigarettes sold within. The only problem might arise with a student employee not starting for half an hour, or even an hour after classes ended.

	She moved slowly. The boy was in his shack when she got there but was on the wrong side of the till. He gave a quick shake of his head. Annie caught the message and biked away. Next door to the pumps were a restaurant equipment store and a massage salon with neon lights. There was an alleyway between the two that smelled of plastics and aerosol. 

	Once Kyle Rodger’s boss left the shack and then drove on, Annie pedalled to the shack.

	“That was my boss,” Kyle said, scowling. “He thought you were my girlfriend at first. Then he reminded me that I’d lose my job if I sold cigarettes to minors. I told him you were some crazy broad that always wanted to give me handjobs.”

	As shitty as this boy was, Annie didn’t want to get him in trouble. She needed cigarettes. He could tell his boss whatever he wanted if it meant she had a steady source.

	“Okay, can I still get some cigarettes?”

	Kyle’s scowl became a grin. “You’ll have to come back and get them yourself. I can’t sell to minors, see? That way I’m only taking money and not really selling you the smokes.”

	Kyle sat on a rolling stool. He backed from the wall a few inches, which was the entirety of the space behind the till. Annie crossed the small space, passing potato chips, lighters, windshield washers, and a cooler of canned drinks. She stepped behind the till and started flipping the plastic shades looking for the Peter Jackson Reds. Hands touched her: one on her hip and the other beneath her shirt and rising. She froze and the hand continued up. Kyle stood and leaned against her, pressing his crotch to her thigh.

	“You can pretend to be my girlfriend, too. That way I don’t get into trouble,” he whispered and lowered his hand from her breast and to her wrist. 

	She wanted cigarettes. Cigarettes for money was fine. This other thing didn’t seem worthwhile, not at all. Stiff and still, she froze. His hand pulled at her wrist, and at first she fought it.

	“You want to buy someplace else?” he said.

	She relented. Hot and damp, a little sticky, hard in her palm was his cock. 

	“That’s a good girl. All the ugly girls want to play,” he said and tried to get her arm to function in a stroking motion. 

	Annie felt like vomiting.

	Kyle was all hot breathing and gentle thrusts. “No, loosen—”

	A car rolled up and dinged over the warning line across the lot. Kyle dropped onto his stool and shoved himself away to zip up his pants. Annie retracted her arm like a tape measure on its coil. She snatched an entire carton.

	“How much?” she said, tears standing at the corners of her eyes, cheeks pale as fresh cream.

	“Seventy-two.”

	She shoved the carton into her backpack. Bending made her nose run and she sniffled. It started a chain reaction, tears spilled, and they kept spilling as she straightened. A textbook and her notes fell from the bag. She shoveled everything back in a haphazard panic, her face lowered in shame. 

	Once retrieved, she slammed exact change on the counter. She spun to the door and pushed.

	“If you tell Duncan, I’ll never sell you cigarettes and I’ll make sure nobody else does either,” Kyle said. 

	It didn’t sound like an empty threat. She biked hard. The wind drying her tears as fast as they rolled down her cheeks. This did not make them any less real. 

	Oh, Annie of mine, so much of your life is and will always be better than what just happened. Don’t forget.

	At home, Annie lit a third straight cigarette. She stood at the edge of the Temple property, watching a group of men as they poured cement into the foundation of an early-stages project of some kind. Annie couldn’t help but to think about all the tiny lives they were destroying with their progress.

	Annie was quiet through supper, despite Julia’s incessant prodding. After, she, Duncan, and Cammie took a bike ride through the park. What had happened never crossed her lips. She went to bed early with her headphones on, Bjork’s Volta album blasting into her ears.

	The next morning when she awoke, she wondered when she’d put on her boots and jacket; she certainly hadn’t worn them to bed.

	 

	thirty-two

	Like a mechanical baby, Roland’s phone whined for attention. It was 4:57 AM.

	“Jesus fucking Christ,” Lois Sedgewick moaned into her pillow.

	Touching the call button killed the synth-bastardization of a Mozart piece and connected the invisible lines. “Sedgewick.” Roland kicked out of the sheets to sit up. “I’ll be there in twenty.” He made it to the gas station kiosk in nineteen minutes.

	The attending officer had gathered and bagged the potential evidence within the little shack. There wasn’t much to search. The trash bin contents mostly. In the parking lot was the boy’s car, and within was his backpack. It was all they had to go on. The security cameras were fakes, wires running into the ceiling, connected to nothing.

	“What do we know?” Roland said, almost entirely awake now.

	“Kid’s name is Kyle Arnold Rodgers; just turned seventeen. Way I see it, the perp’ waited for the kid’s shift to end and caught him as he went for his car,” said a youngish officer who happened to regularly fill up at this particular gas station. This morning, he’d noticed the car in the lot when it should’ve been long gone. Bored and curious, he rolled up to find the body, full of holes like the homeless man from the park. “Little different, see the blood spots. Poor kid lived with at least one hole in him.”

	Roland looked at the blood blotch and his wheels began to turn.

	“Cut his dick off before killing him.” 

	The officer pointed to the corpse on the floor in the very tight space. The flaccid wad of flesh lay next to the body. Roland took pictures with his cellphone so that he could send them to Dr. Gates right away. This one felt like the kind of situation he’d never get ahead of, and yet, he had to try.

	“Get everything to me as fast as you can,” Roland said before stepping out of the shack so the forensics guy could come inside.

	Roland stopped by a Tim Hortons’ drive-thru for a coffee and donut before heading to the station. The kid was a teen, the kid was dead. He couldn’t help but to think of himself at that age. Nothing like this happened when he was a kid…then again, nothing like this had happened before. He drank his coffee, trying to draw connections from thin air as he waited on the bagged and tagged stuff to get to his desk.

	He put his face in his palms and closed his eyes.

	“Car stuff’ll take longer,” a voice said as a box thumped down next to Roland. 

	He sat up straight and blinked at the much brighter world. He reached for his coffee; the paper was cool against his palm. He took a deep slug from it anyway.

	“Thanks,” he said.

	In the box were the contents of the kiosk garbage, as well as Kyle Rodgers’ backpack. He started with the backpack, looking for anything even remotely suggestive. All around him, beyond his temporary walls, other officers were busy with the general thrum of life. Roland glanced at his watch: 6:29 AM. Soon the chief would get there and call Roland in for an update, meaning there had to be something amid the bric-a-brac of the kid’s bag. Likely, the only useful thing would be the cellphone, once they could get into it—someone would come in to crack it, but not until 9:00, perhaps later.

	The bag had the usual stuff. Nothing overly personal. Nothing suggestive. As he was about to dig into the bag from the shack’s trash bin, his cellphone rang. According to the caller ID, it was Dr. Gates.

	“Hello, Sedgewick here.”

	“I’m on my way there. I need to see it. I’m bringing a colleague.  Salman Roshan used to be a former pharma-whore, but he’s good now. He knows all about chemical reactions and the absence of them,” Minnie said.

	“Okay, good. I guess,” Roland said before taking another deep pull from his coffee.

	“We’ll be there in an hour or—cop’s looking at me, got to go,” Minnie said, the sound of the highway momentarily growing loud behind her voice.

	Roland hung up and set his phone down next to his shiny black mouse. He took the bag from the box. Inside, there were four potato chip wrappers, all Lay’s Dill Pickle, some paper towels, forty-four receipts, and two sheets of lined paper. He started into the receipts, read twenty of them, and shifted focus to the lined pages.

	They were folded and damp with a clear sticky fluid. He smoothed them out without touching the damp areas. The handwriting was neat. Girlish. It was a fiction about a talking otter and a little girl named Elle who had tried to catch the otter. It started in the middle—the cover sheet was missing. Beneath the final paragraph was a note from a teacher, written in red ink.

	Annie, think more meaningfully next time. You have potential. Remember to break up your sentences. You have a tendency to run-on. Also, we use the letter U in some words. It wouldn’t hurt to learn the differences. 

	Talking animals are good for children’s stories. Next time, please use more authentic emotion. I think you are short of words as well. Use Microsoft or a program like it and you’ll know for sure.

	B+ 

	Roland leaned back, thinking. Annie. “Hmm,” he said and then lifted the pages to smell the damp area. It smelled mostly like dill pickle chips, but also a little fishy. Probably he could get Minnie’s opinion before he sent it off for confirmation from a lab.

	That Annie note tickled at possibility, but it couldn’t be that convenient. Other girls were named Annie. He glanced at his watch again: still too early to contact her or go to the school. 

	He divided all the receipts into two piles, half from while Kyle Rodgers worked and half from before his shift started. He stared at the final purchase, ten o’clock exactly, ten dollars in gas, debit. Eyes closed, Sedgewick imagined: after the final sale, Kyle Rodgers killed the light of the open sign. He sat and did the books. Someone watched him as he worked, or they came along at the right second and caught him on his way to his car. This likely string of events would not help an iota.

	Early, sure, but Kyle’s parents wouldn’t be sleeping. He dialled the number from the shiny new file folder—an officer had already spoken to them and explained the pertinent points. Roland spoke to the father. The man sounded shocked, giving clipped, honest answers.

	“Kyle was a troubled kid sometimes. He pissed a lot of people off.”

	“Who?” Roland said.

	“Anyone. Everyone. He might’ve been on drugs. He’s nothing like his brother. That doesn’t mean I’m saying he deserved it.”

	“Of course not.”

	“He was…Kyle was…”

	Roland waited a ten-count before asking, “Did he ever mention a girl named Annie Pilgrim?”

	“No.”

	“Never?”

	“No, he wasn’t a nice boy…I don’t want to talk about him now.”

	The phone clicked and Roland held the receiver away from his face. Grief did odd things to parents. They also only every knew a small piece to any story. He glanced at his watch once more. School would be in soon enough; some other kids would be able to give him something the parents couldn’t—also, he’d be out when the chief got there.

	He stood, tossing the remainder of his cool coffee into a trash can. The phone on his desk beeped. He hit the speaker button.

	“Hey, Roland, got some doctors out here.”

	“That was fast. Send them back,” Roland said. For the umpteenth time, he checked his watch.

	 

	thirty-three

	Rain hadn’t said a word to Annie since the incident in the washroom. This was but a small consolation. Annie had other troubles and troubling thoughts. What had happened with Kyle lingered like a bad smell. Now and then, she’d feel that hot flesh in her hand and would have to run to the nearest jug of sanitizer or to the bathroom sinks. Once clean, she’d think of the homeless man. It felt as if they both amounted to the same thing—though she thought perhaps the homeless man was crazy, not simply sex crazy. At least she’d never have to deal with the homeless man again.

	Annie gazed vacantly at the chalkboard without registering the phrases written in bullet point. Mrs. Benton put two stacks of paper on the front tables. The girls sitting up front and center each took a sheet and passed the rest on. When Rain received the dwindling stack, she took one and then turned. Her cheeks darkened and her eyes lowered when she gave what remained of the handouts to Annie.

	“Due next Tuesday,” Mrs. Benton said a moment after the bell rang.

	The students began filing out, Annie trailing behind them. Bristol grabbed her arm, as if she’d been waiting outside the door for Annie. 

	“Hey!” Bristol said.

	The girl made Annie feel like a mouse with an uncertain owl prowling close behind her. Her biggest threat was wasting Annie’s precious time with mundane things—all these people did mundane things: the mall, the zombie movies, Julia’s pristine home, and Austen’s hockey card collection. 

	“Did you hear?” Bristol said, her expression excited, her body thrumming.

	Some days, Bristol refused to hear no and ignored any social hints. Annie would walk the perimeter of the school, smoking and looking for tiny pieces of life existing in its element. Bristol would talk, talk, talk, and most times, Annie did not reply.

	“My mom texted me. That creep, Kyle Rodgers, is dead. Murdered. I asked at the office because sometimes Mom gets bad info. They acted all funny, so I knew it was true.”

	“What?” a boy asked passing behind Annie and Bristol.

	“He got gored. I think it’s a driller killer. Ever see Slumber Party Massacre?” Bristol said to the boy.

	“Fuck off,” he said, rushing to catch up to some others, calling out as he did, “Somebody murdered Rodgers!”

	Annie had already started toward her locker, which was only just down the hall. Her mind was reeling. Twice the opposite sex had touched her in a way that made her sick, and twice they’d died. If the drilling part was reliable, that meant they’d died hideously—everybody knew pieces about the homeless man’s death, though the majority said something about a shop vac with a razor nozzle.

	Bristol jogged along. “Hey. Aren’t you listening? There’s a serial killer in Pine City!”

	Many heads turned toward them as Annie opened her locker. 

	“Bet that’s where you got your smokes. He fingered Jill Sakic when she was passed out last summer. He was such a creep.”

	Beyond her control, Annie nodded.

	“My mom says the killer cut off Kyle’s dick and shoved it down his throat.”

	The girl at the locker next-door leaned over, sneering. “Yeah, right.”

	Bristol pulled a face. “It is right. My mom heard it from someone whose son is a cop on the case.”

	The girl rolled her eyes.

	Bristol’s ecstatic aura shifted and her body seemed to slump all over. Her eyes went dull and she stared into the girl. “You calling me a liar?”

	The girl stiffened and her head began bouncing on a pivot, ping-ponging in disagreement. “No, Bristol. Never, no.”

	Annie hardly heard any of it. She was making connections. She was wondering. She was thinking about where she might’ve been in the night with her boots and jacket on. Had she suddenly started sleepwalking…and murdering people? That second part was foolishness; she was small, no stronger than most any high school girl.

	Bristol grabbed Annie’s arm. “Let’s walk. Principal keeps getting on my ass for being late.” 

	Annie wanted to suggest she didn’t have to meet Annie between every class, she’d never be late if she didn’t seek her out, but instead had to obey her guts. She’d been starving all morning. She pulled her sack lunch from her locker and started shoveling food into her face.

	“Hungry much?”

	Annie swung her locker door closed after grabbing her jacket. Bristol stayed in line as Annie walked and ate, she needed a smoke almost as much as she needed food. They crossed the busy hallways, by then, just about everyone was talking about Kyle Rodgers. Her sack lunch was nothing more than a ball of paper and plastic by the time she and Bristol reached the doors. It was spitting out there and mostly devoid of student life.

	Annie hurried across the grass to a wall at the eastern end of the school. There were no main floor windows and the overhang from the roof jutted an extra foot. The rain didn’t bother her while she walked but sitting bored in a classroom with damp clothes would only act as an amplifier for the monotony. Annie lit a cigarette.

	“I know this girl from the Catholic school. She said he pulled his dick out when she went to buy smokes. He tried to make her touch it, but she got him. She told him that her uncle was a cop and that she’d tell him that he exposed his dick and get him charged if he didn’t give her two free packs of smokes. Joke is, her uncles aren’t cops, they’re both in jail. She’s super fun, maybe we could hang out with her sometime.”

	Annie shook her head, not at the request, but at the embarrassment of recollection. 

	“Come on. Most friends hang out all the time.”

	Annie leaned her head away in surprise. An odd word choice.

	“We’re friends, aren’t we?’

	The warning bell rang. They had two minutes.

	“Come on,” Bristol said and pulled them back toward the doors.

	 

	thirty-four

	Roland left the station thinking about what Dr. Gates had told him: the fluid on the story by a mysterious Annie was semen. The doctors had arrived with a suitcase, commandeering the meeting room, and setting up shop. Mostly they’d looked at the photos and speculated on causes as they waited for morgue access over at the hospital, but they’d given the page a quick look and knew what they were seeing after only seconds.

	By the time he got to the high school, it was well after lunch. The principal was out, and the vice principal let him use her office. He’d asked her about English teachers, showing her the bagged note.

	“Looks like Starla Benton’s writing,” she said. She lifted her telephone receiver and made a call. “Where’s Starla right now? Oh, perfect.” She pressed the paddle to disconnect and dialed a shorter than normal number. “Could Mrs. Benton come to the office?” She turned to Roland. “She has free period, and she always spends free period in the teacher’s lounge.”

	Within five minutes, that little tickle in the back of his mind became more. This was Annie Pilgrim’s work. Same damned girl from the park. “Can you call for Annie to come and then give us some privacy once she gets here?”

	Annie shuffled into the office, her head down. The vice principal closed the door behind her.

	“Did you hear about Kyle Rodgers?”

	Annie nodded.

	“How did you know him?”

	Annie whispered something inaudible without lifting her face. 

	“What’s that?” Roland leaned in close. The girl smelled like cigarette smoke.

	She cleared her throat, as she stumbled into a chair. “I didn’t really,” she said.

	Roland tapped the desk with both index fingers, his right foot swinging while his left foot remained firm on the floor. “You’re lying to me, Annie. Why would you lie to me?”

	“I’m not lying.” Annie reached a hand up to her neck, stopping most of the way there to touch the steel apple.

	“Let’s cut the crap.”

	Annie finally looked at him, challenged him. “Not crap. I didn’t really know him. He sold cigarettes to me.”

	“Did you buy a pack last night?”

	She nodded.

	“Do you have the pack with you?”

	“In my locker,” she said. 

	It was Roland’s turn to nod. “I’ll need that pack. What time were you there?”

	“Just after school. Kyle’s boss was there, so I had to wait for him to leave before I went in.” 

	“Can you tell me how your English homework ended up there?”

	Annie shrugged. “Dropped my bag. Maybe it fell out.”

	Plausible, but awfully convenient. “Were you in a sexual relationship with Kyle Rodgers?”

	Annie scowled, scrunching her face to the center. “I’m not in a relationship with anyone.”

	That one felt right and completely honest. They sat looking at each other until Annie averted her gaze. He said nothing more and the seconds mounted into minutes. Finally, when it appeared she wasn’t going to crack and spill free her contents, he said, “Well, let’s go get that pack, Annie Temple.”

	“Pilgrim,” she said as she stood and started away.

	Roland followed her through the empty halls to a nondescript locker. She opened it, revealing nothing personal. Only necessities, no decorations. “You ought to ease back,” he said when he opened the pack she handed to him. There were only three left.

	Annie kept her hand on the pendant dangling from her necklace. “I dropped some in a puddle.” 

	This sounded like the only total lie she’d told him. He closed the pack and pocketed it. Countless people might’ve touched it, but likely only Annie. It wasn’t as if she’d kept the— 

	“You didn’t save the wrapper, did you?” he said.

	Annie shook her head, eyes on her boots.

	 

	thirty-five

	“What all did he ask you?” Julia said as she pulled the dishes from the cupboard while Austen peeked in on the breaded pork chops darkening in the oven. 

	“About the boy who died.” Annie squeezed a blob of ketchup onto the corner of her plate.

	“Really, not about the homeless man?” Julia said. She’d been wracking her brain all day trying to guess what would’ve taken the detective back to Annie.

	Austen retrieved the chops and plated them in a pile. He remained quiet but was obviously listening.

	“No.”

	Duncan came in smelling of Old Spice, his hair damp from a shower. He’d gone to play hoops after school as he was free from homework for the night.

	“Well, what about the boy?” Julia said, setting the table, her gaze searing into Annie where she sat in wait.

	“Annie knew Kyle ‘cause I took her there to buy smokes. I knew the kid sold them to anybody.” Duncan flopped into a chair. “Probably she went to buy smokes yesterday.”

	Annie nodded wordlessly, toying with the dangling apple. Julia frowned, turning to Austen. Austen put his hands up—what are ya gonna do? 

	Annie sighed, relenting, letting them in some. “I dropped a part of my story and the cop found it and figured out it was mine. That’s all. He died, later at night.”

	“You went to bed early with your…music on,” Julia said, thinking it through as she spoke.

	The family began filling plates and cups.

	“What else did he ask?” Austen cut through his pork chop. His knife squeaked on his plate. It was the first night home for supper in a while thanks to individual tax season nearing its end.

	“He asked if I was in a relationship with him,” Annie said around a mouthful.

	“Were you?” Austen asked.

	Duncan sniggered.

	Annie shook her head. “I don’t like all that stuff.” 

	She sounded so childish that Julia smirked.

	“Give her a break, huh?” Duncan said. “They probably asked that because the killer chopped off Kyle’s dong before he killed him.”

	“Duncan!” Julia said.

	“Where’d you hear that?” Austen leaned in closer to his son. 

	“Cammie said she heard it from Becky Lowenstein and Becky heard it from her mother,” Duncan said. 

	 

	thirty-six

	“What do you mean you’ve got nothing?” 

	Roland made the doctors wait for him and was glad he had.

	“Nothing. However, that means we can rule many things out. I still don’t know where the tissue or the blood went. It’s just gone.” Dr. Gates had lost much of her enthusiasm since looking at the samples with her counterpart, Dr. Roshan. “Maybe if I’d gotten to see both side by side, I might’ve seen something special besides whatever that fluid is. I mean it’s organic, we’ll nail what it is eventually, but there something different and I’d like to see it.”

	Leo Stanford’s corpse was in the ground. 

	“Are you suggesting I get Leo Stanford dug up?” Roland said.

	Both doctors’ eyes brightened at the mention of it.

	“How about you figure out as much as you can from the pictures, and you can keep this body a few days. The family is cooperative for once. Do you have any guesses I can look into?”

	Dr. Gates nodded. 

	“The killer wants it to look like something else. You need to find the kill sites. The boy had his penis removed in the parking lot, or at least, the killer made it appear that way,” Dr. Roshan said.

	“Is there some way the blood was removed there? Somebody started a rumor about a vacuum.” Roland rubbed his forehead between his eyes.

	“Put Dyson and Hoover right out of business if that’s true,” Dr. Gates said, that morbid grin louder in her words than in the expression on her face.

	“The holes look as if they’re to appear natural. The residue suggests as much. I think both met death away from the sites and then the killer put the bodies back as if to make it look supernatural.” Dr. Roshan flipped back the sheet covering Kyle Rodgers’ body. “See here, it’s like a wormy thing. You ever see Tremors? It’s as if a killer wants it to look like some big hungry creature. Not as big as a Tremor monster of course. Something maybe the size of a lamprey. Maybe the killer wants it to look like a lamprey with razor teeth.”

	Roland recognized the word. He was tired and it didn’t click. It almost seemed like an answer. “They’re carnivorous, aren’t they? What if somebody’s using a lamprey?”

	Both doctors grunted, humor behind the sounds.

	“No, they’re like extra freaky leeches. They could never in a million years do this,” Dr. Gates said.

	Roland stood from the chair next to a stainless-steel tray of surgical instruments. “So, where do I look?”

	Dr. Gates shrugged. “If it’s an obsessive, you might want to look into the psychology of what this individual wants the damage to look like.”

	“What’s that?” Roland said.

	“Like a horror movie. You know, maybe do a Google search on Asian horror…I know there’s some Korean stuff…” Dr. Gates trailed and looked to Dr. Roshan.

	“Don’t look at me. I only saw Tremors because of Kevin Bacon. I’m more of a buddy comedy type.” 

	Roland sighed. “Anything, anything else?”

	Dr. Gates scrunched her mouth to the left side of her face. “I’ll sleep on it. The kill sites are the key, I think.”

	Roland left the hospital basement and walked the half-block back to the station. It was a pleasant day, overcast but warm. The streets were quiet, but in every face he passed, he recognized that he might just be passing a killer. He crossed a gaggle of teenaged girls and immediately thought of Annie Pilgrim. Two coincidences were almost always a connection.

	At his desk he Google searched horror monsters. A list of popular flicks ran across his screen. He scrolled, glossing over dozens; only one seemed to match the shape and qualities. The Monster that Challenged the World was too big, and the notion was utterly insane.

	“And how does any of this help you here?” he whispered to his monitor.

	He changed his search: Pine City Horror.

	It wasn’t a name unique to his city, so Roland limited his findings to Canadian pages. Right there, result #1: Pine City Horror Club. It was a group of horror fans focused on preserving the ways of the golden era of the Silver Screen. Monsters! the text on the president’s ABOUT page screamed. Kelvin Spiegel, a skinny man of between forty and fifty, square gold wire-rimmed glasses and a moustache. If he was trying to look like a serial killer—and a pedophile—he’d succeeded. 

	Looks meant shit. Looks were for cops on traffic duty. Looks were for cops with drug sniffing dogs on leashes.

	Roland read on. There were 212 members, and two-thirds of those members lived in Pine City or close to it. About half the members had links below their names and locations. Roland clicked the first: April Connor, Pine City, member since 2013. A video page popped up and April Connor, a girl he recognized from Learning Life Preschool, explained why found-footage films were a dangerous trend and threatened the integrity of the classic notion of the horror genre.

	He didn’t get it and moved on.

	He clicked through more links, sometimes it was videos, other times short reviews, a few times it took him to a page stating that such and such a domain was for sale. None of it seemed all that important and he returned to the information gathered and prepared by the president of the club, Kelvin-I-Look-Like-a-Serial-Killer-Spiegel. He was loud and enthusiastic in his love of horror. Mostly about movies, but…Roland opened a new bar and searched Spiegel by name and town, the first offering was the Pine City Horror Club. After that it was a story from the Pine City Courier. On a monthly basis, Kelvin Spiegel ran a viewing of a classic horror in order to raise money for his dream of creating a new monster film in the classic B-movie vein. The story went on to explain how he moved into pre-production with a site rented and company booked. The town went on strike and picketers refused to move. The days mounted and the town employees picketing denied his pleas for the space he’d rented, and the mayor denied use of her influence with the police.

	‘It’s all politics. I knew Mayor Henderson in school. She was just another snobby rich kid and it’s the same thing now. But I promise, I’m not stopping. This isn’t over!’

	Roland let the information swirl. The story reported that the pre-production company refunded a portion, but Kelvin had booked them and as the adage went: time is money.

	‘I don’t blame Mottler and Associates. I don’t. They came in all the way from London, and everything was set. Then the strike happened and the space I’d booked, the public space, had people demanding better dental than God sitting there, yelling at us. Saying they had a right. I may never raise the pre-production capital again, much of it was my life savings. Part of it was to make a really good clip for crowd funding, but the strike and the mayor and all the heads of Pine City tried to ruin me. They’ll never forget they crossed me. I won’t let them.’

	“And how far will you go?” Roland asked the screen. The story was dated only a month earlier. 

	 

	thirty-seven

	Annie stepped outside. The rain had ceased and the stars overhead shined down as if to promise, simply, more. The Temples did so much sitting in front of screens; Annie wondered if they’d ever noticed the stars. The sky wasn’t the same in the city, but it wasn’t so bad in the backyard. The construction site behind the property didn’t feature working streetlamps as of yet and the bulbs remained darkly inoffensive. 

	As Annie smoked, thinking of the strange things happening around her, she questioned an involuntary involvement. It didn’t seem likely or even possible. People said things about holes in the bodies. 

	So, why did I lie?

	Oh, Annie, you know why, Ellen’s voice said.

	She did know why, and it was simple. She had only so much life and spare time, and admitting negative interaction ate freedom. Freedom was the one piece of her old life still partially intact.

	“I miss you,” Annie said; she pulled another cigarette from her pack. 

	Annie closed her eyes. She took herself away, to that final night before she knew her mother was gone. The butterfly moths. Powerful and wonderful things. They’d perched upon her, she didn’t recall that, but Walker Rhodes had said as much to anyone willing to listen, seemingly oblivious that Annie was listening. Then came the recent flying things, which now felt like kin to her experience in Bonnie. That light.

	Blood trickled from her nose at the remembered flash. She lapped it away with the tip of an outstretched tongue. 

	“Will I ever see you again?” she asked, thinking of both her mother and the flying thing. 

	Ellen Pilgrim’s voice said, All signs point to yes.

	 

	thirty-eight

	Kelvin Spiegel rose to the sound of his alarm clock as he did five of seven days a week, fifty of fifty-two weeks a year. It was a bad week; he’d pulled the Saturday shift. Weeks like this came once every four. He considered showering but settled for washing his face and shaving, a breakfast of Frosted Flakes and coffee. He yawned several times. The chipped Formica table sat at the center of a small bungalow kitchen in the middle of town near the office supply stores, the airbag factory, and a patch of swampy forest. 

	Progress in Pine City hadn’t crept to his neighborhood in many decades. Kelvin Spiegel had inherited his family home. It was what allowed him to save the seed money for the first shots of the film—money that had gone to dust. 

	He rinsed his mustard yellow bowl wondering if mortgaging his home to restart the pre-production process was a reasonable risk. When he’d lost most of his life savings, he’d opened his eyes to the reality of capitalism—keeping the little guy down was what allowed the engine to purr smoothly. 

	As he did every day, Kelvin stepped down the stairs into his half-finished basement. His father had had the intention, only months before he died, to finish the basement and rent it out. It had a private access through the backyard and plenty of light from side windows where the lawn dipped and two feet of glass in three-foot panels let in the world. The walls were the bones of rental units that never came to exist. Kelvin had a job, no kids, no wife, no girlfriend, no mortgage, and no need for the pains of renting. The basement became his workshop.

	Kelvin flipped the light switch and looked at the twenty-pound worm. 

	The dream had come again. 

	He crept slowly and poked the thing with a nervous index finger. It didn’t move. It was the creature of his future feature. Clay over a wire mesh shell. It was wonderful and horrible at the same time. Slender and pink, it had two stubby rubber arms and two glass eyes in rubber sockets. The eyes and arms moved by remote control. A high school kid who used to work at the airbag factory as a summer student helped him fix it up for twenty bucks and copies of a few X-rated horror flicks. Kelvin hated piracy, but everything had a price. 

	There hadn’t been a problem with the creature until the town turned down his project, and in a depressed rage, he drunkenly wrote a command on a piece of paper and slipped it into the monster’s open mouth. The monster in the film wasn’t a Golem. Two weeks later, Kelvin had a dream that his command brought his monster to life. The dream rocked him, and although he felt silly about it, he went to the basement to look. The paper command was gone. Within an hour, Kelvin, watching the small television that sat on his kitchen counter, learned that a homeless man died with holes all over his body. 

	The command. There was no shaking it. 

	He tried other commands.

	They didn’t take.

	He’d tried another on the Friday night and after he poked the cold hard monster, he reached into its mouth for the piece of paper. The shape of the mouth was inspired by Star Wars’ Sarlacc Pit—without the pod head at its center—which resembled a lamprey’s mouth. Exchange teeth for mushroom gills. The page was still there.

	“You had to demand your revenge, didn’t you?” he whispered to the worm. 

	The first message said, Kill them all. The message disappeared and now a homeless man and a boy were dead. Kelvin stared at his monster, and it was obvious. It came down to the million-dollar question: did the monster want to stop? He thought not, not without more trouble first. The monster wanted the movie the townspeople tried to silence. The sense of it all was too simple to ignore.

	“Why didn’t you kill the mayor?” 

	He waited a tick, and when nothing happened, he slammed his fist into his leg, making the face of his Timex jam in a funny, painful way. He checked the time as he rubbed the spot next to his thigh.

	“Shit!” 

	He charged upstairs for his lunch bag and boots, and then broke out the side door. If he hurried, he’d make it on time. A voice in his head whispered as he reached the corner: You know, the longer you leave it, the more it kills.

	“I have to go to work!” 

	Every kill belongs to you. It’s only two now. It could be a hundred by tomorrow, a thousand next week, a million in a month.

	His mouth went dry. A million was a big damned number. A horrid taste crept up his throat. Guilt, acidic and punishing. Pushing aside the feeling, he entered the factory and ran to the punch clock. On time, barely. He opened the door to the change room and waved to the other unlucky souls pulling Saturday duty.

	“Spiegel, I’m going to get you on…Jesus you don’t look so hot,” said the weekend manager—a young man only three years into what would likely be a lifelong career in airbag manufacturing. 

	“Huh?” Kelvin looked around. 

	Everyone glared at him.

	“You out drinking last night?” the manager asked, scowling as he spoke.

	Kelvin didn’t often drink, only on special occasions and especially hard nights. The last time he drank, he slid a piece of paper into his monster’s mouth. Moving forward, he’d leave the drinking to somebody else. 

	The manager leaned in and smelled Kelvin. “You gonna be sick?”

	Most of the employees had headed out to the floor. John Jackman, a member of Pine City Horror Club, put a hand on Kelvin’s shoulder. 

	“You all right, buddy?”

	Kelvin convulsed and the three men closest to him took a step back. He gagged but did not vomit. “They’re dead and it’s all my fault!”

	The manager got wide-eyed, turned to John. 

	“Dammit, K. You been dreaming again?” John said.

	“What’s this?” 

	“He has these dreams. Doctor said he has to take pills sometimes and they give him these dreams, and in his dreams, he confuses his life with movies. Not his fault, you know how drugs can fuck ya up until they get the dosage right,” John said.

	The manager huffed. “Go home if you ain’t gonna work.”

	“I’ll call you tonight,” John said.

	Kelvin Spiegel turned around and dragged his feet back outside. 

	 

	thirty-nine

	“Hey there, sleepyhead,” Julia said.

	“Hello,” Annie said as she stepped past Julia and into the kitchen. She took the bag of instant oats from the cupboard and filled a bowl as her guts rumbled incessantly. 

	“Austen and me were thinking we’d take you to Pride Safari, what do you think?”

	Annie plugged in the kettle and turned around. “What’s that?” Being the weekend, Annie had planned to plunk down by the river that ran through the big park.

	“A huge farm with African safari animals instead of cows or sheep. They have those irritating advertisements on the radio.” Julia sang, “Come to the Pride Safareee, it’s fun for the entire fam-leee.”

	This made Annie laugh. “Okay.” 

	Austen came up the stairs, running. “Guess who pulled an autographed Rocket Richard that’s been hiding in a pack for almost twenty-five years!” He latched onto Annie and danced.

	“A Rocket what?” Annie said, giggling, falling victim to his silliness.

	“A Rocket Richard! Maurice the Rocket Richard! A signed hockey card of the first NHLer to score five hundred goals!” Austen said, still pulling Annie in a circle.

	“Even better, Annie wants to go to Pride Safari.”

	He stopped dancing and sang, face pointed to the sky like a howling dog, “African Pride Safareeee!”

	 

	forty

	Roland rolled toward his not-yet-a-suspect’s home. He’d planned to hand over the information and take the weekend off, but the idea died on a mountain of potential fuck-ups by his fellow officers. Besides, so far, it was a whim and some fitting circumstance. The not-yet-a-suspect, Kelvin Spiegel walked along the sidewalk, muttering and slapping his palm against a fist as he went.

	“Looks crazy,” Roland said and sipped from a paper coffee cup as he rolled behind Kelvin Spiegel.

	He parked and waited for the man to round the corner. The road was barren of life. Most of the lawns had remnants of childhoods gone by. Rusty swings and broken ride-on toys, plastic cars and trucks. Coffee Street was eerie, decaying, like a dystopian film, budding toward post-apocalyptic. Roland imagined dead families in the two-dozen homes on the block, all having the strange holes gored through their bodies.

	“Not a suspect, yet,” he said as he exited his car. 

	He couldn’t quiet an active mind. He imagined a hose and tank system in the backyard, drums of blood, and wads of flesh. Bodies would go into Kelvin’s basement, and he’d exsanguinate them before dropping them back into place. 

	Roland felt the proximity to evil. It excited him. He bypassed the front door, bent down, and looked through a set of windows into the basement. The sight nearly planted him. A two-foot worm-like creature stared at him from a table and the bell in the back of his mind clanged, dings and dongs of promise, overshadowing Annie Pilgrim’s name. This was the guy.

	Kelvin Spiegel was insane and that thing on the table was his monster god. 

	Roland raced around back, he didn’t see any drums or proofs of the messy drainage task, but that meant he simply hadn’t found the kill site yet. There was a storm cellar door on the ground, it swung open with a loud creaky groan, and he stepped into the shadows. A white door was stark amidst the shadows at the bottom of the stairs. He tried the handle with little hope. 

	Locked.

	“Goddammit,” he muttered and stepped back up the cement steps to the yard. 

	Around the patchy lawn were three shrubs, all brown and dead, a small maple tree, and a clothesline that ran from the house to a ten-foot pole. Roland stepped to the clothesline and sent the metal coupler that fastened the two ends of line together off like a rocket until it clanked against the wheel at the far post. Kelvin had left his clothespins out over the winter. The wood had greyed and the steel springs had gone brown. 

	There was a ring from the spilled rust. In fact, there were several rust rings. The basket had moved now and then throughout the winter. Sedgewick lifted it and found the rusty outline from a key, but no key. 

	“Sonofabitch.”

	He put the basket down over the latest ring and looked around the yard for somewhere else that might hide a key. He got an idea and returned to the lowered entry. The steel frame around the door was newer than the rest of the home, the cracks sealed with spray foam, there was nowhere for a key to hide. Annoyed he kicked the bottom of the door. It budged. Kelvin had left it a fraction from closed and the lock hadn’t engaged.

	He kicked again, gently. 

	It clicked open and Roland poked his head in to listen for the racing steps of a dog. Silence. He stepped inside. 

	The thing on the table seemed to beckon, as if asking him to dinner. No blood on the creature. Roland nudged the thing. It was heavy. He checked the mouth for an apparatus. Nothing beyond the fake teeth and the finned throat. Regarding the monster, the detective took a step backward. There was a piece of paper on the floor. He knelt to pick it up and noticed another small piece of paper folded and leaning against a table leg. He resisted touching the paper. Chain of evidence. 

	The room was approximately thirty feet long, skeletal with the framing of walls complete, but no further than that. Roland moved in and out of the unfinished rooms. A few errant tools and some construction debris sat in corners, swept aside. Everything had a good sum of dust from disuse. At the furthest wall from the storm door, there was the water heater and the furnace, an old fruit cellar with a broken door next to that. Roland poked his head inside and hit a wall of webbing. He spat and swatted at his face as he reared his upper half away from the sticky mess.

	Upstairs, a door banged closed and feet stomped. He froze and waited. The steps approached the area directly above the staircase. A door swung open and boy-oinged on a coil stopper. Footfalls drew closer. 

	Kelvin Spiegel entered the basement.

	Roland had never done anything as stupid as this. Nobody knew he was here. There was no backup forthcoming. He moved deeper into the fruit cellar, hiding in the shadows and spider webs. Errant strands tickled his face and neck.

	“You won’t put any more dead bodies on me. Not a one. You’ve killed how many? Two that they know about. How many more?” Kelvin yelled at the creature on the table.

	As scared as he was, this excited Roland like a bicycle shaped Christmas gift beneath a tree. 

	“I won’t let it go on.” Kelvin tugged on his hair as he paced. His eyes on the floor. “I’ll destroy you before you get too big! Yeah huh, I’ll do that!”

	That didn’t sound good. The monster would be a beautiful set piece in court. Roland held steady.

	Kelvin groaned and then shouted out bestial growls as he circled the creature. He stopped, straightened, looked right at Sedgewick. The air grew cold and the webs felt like razor wire. Roland touched his belt for his pistol. Day off. No weapon. He’d broken into a serial killer’s home without a weapon. 

	Kelvin charged toward the shadowy fruit cellar but stopped short at a toolbox and took out a hammer. “This stops before anyone else gets hurt,” Kelvin grunted through his teeth. “Golem worm! I charge you with the crimes,” Kelvin held the hammer over his head as he spoke, “of murder…murders!”

	Roland winced. Big and heavy as that worm was, a hammer was apt to blow it to smithereens. 

	The telephone rang. Kelvin’s head cocked. The ring went on and on and on. The man growled, lowering the hammer to his side. “Coming!” he shouted to the ring and chased back up the stairs. 

	Roland burst from the fruit cellar and ran through the basement to the storm door. Muffled, he heard the voice above him and panicked when the handle refused movement. 

	Did he say goodbye? 

	The lock. There was a lock on the back of the knob like a tiny mountain peak. 

	Is he behind me? Serial killer!

	The tiny peak on the doorknob turned. 

	He sees you and you’re a dead man. 

	The doorknob spun and from a million miles away, he heard Kelvin’s voice, still talking into a telephone. Roland chanced a glance over his shoulder before he left the room. The monster stared at him, its mouth open and hungry. He broke out and raced around to the front of the house. He looked through the porch windows and saw the telephone off its base, but no Kelvin. He brought up his fist and pounded.

	“Dammit!” a voice carried, as if from a great distance, as if the man had gone back into the basement. 

	Within ten seconds, a red-faced Kelvin Spiegel swung open the door. “What?” he said. 

	“Mr. Spiegel, I’m a detective,” Roland said, panting between words.

	Kelvin frowned and then turned his head to the side. “You got a spider on you.”

	“What?”

	“By your ear,” Kelvin said as he reached out and pulled the fat, fuzzy spider from the detective’s head. “I got dock spiders just like this in my fruit cellar.” He tossed the spider onto the porch behind Roland. The spider’s belly had an inch radius and each leg stretched at least double that. 

	Forgetting himself, Roland turned around. “Any more there?”

	“Holy. Yeah.” Kelvin grabbed a plastic bag from a pile of junk by the door and scraped a fat egg sack and a mother spider down to the porch. “These are just like what’s in my fruit cellar.”

	Roland turned, breath held deep in his chest. 

	“You been investigating my fruit cellar?”

	Roland swallowed, then wheezed an exhalation while trying to keep his composure. “I’m investigating the murders of Leo Stanford and Kyle Rodgers. I spoke with some specialists and they seem to think there’s a monster element, and you’re the man in town who knows best about monsters.”

	“What kind of monsters?” Kelvin said, shrinking some.

	“Let’s go inside and talk about it.”

	“It’s not safe inside, not for you…maybe you can help me,” Kelvin whispered.

	“With what?” Sedgewick whispered in return.

	“We have to kill it before it kills again.”

	“Lead the way.” Roland’s heart was trip-hammering. 

	Kelvin led the two-man parade through the typical, sloppy, bachelor house and to the basement. Once to the bottom, Kelvin bent to pick up the hammer. Roland scanned the floor for another tool.

	“What does the worm do with the blood?” Roland said.

	Kelvin turned to face him. “It eats the blood and secretes the proteins back into the soil for its brethren to consume and grow fat from. But you know that.”

	“I do?” Roland looked at Kelvin’s back.

	“I know you came here because it made you.”

	“No—” 

	Roland didn’t get his arms up in time. The hammer struck once, sending him to the floor. The second strike landed, and his lights darkened.

	 

	forty-one

	It was more fun than she’d ever expected from a boring family trip, and it made Annie question her stance on the Temples. The joy Austen knew with his cards was enough to make it somewhat interesting. Maybe Duncan and Cammie could make love seem interesting, too. Perhaps even Julia’s need for inclusion had merit, despite its misdirection. 

	What about the little miracles, oh Annie of mine?

	Annie snapped from reverie at hearing her mother’s voice. She watched out the window as Julia sped along the four-lane highway. They took the car to save the Buick’s paint. The monkeys they’d seen didn’t climb the car as Austen suggested they might, though a giraffe did poke its head into the sunroof as if trained to give visitors an in-your-face experience. 

	The whole thing was mostly good and only a little bad. 

	The animals were fat. The lions were content, hardly glancing at their passing. The elephants didn’t move. It didn’t matter. Annie was so close. 

	A fat zebra wouldn’t last a day in the wild.

	Her mother’s voice was right. Although it’s not as if she’d ever see a zebra in the wild anyway. Seeing a zebra, even a fat one, up close, was worth the trade for time spent. 

	Did it really have to be her who witnessed the little things? Did she really need to see all that minutia? Maybe she’d missed more than she’d ever see, being so different, even snobbish about society and its whims. Was seeing the tiny miracles really so much more important?

	Who is this girl?

	“It’s me, Mom,” Annie whispered, well below the voices on the radio. 

	It was a long day and she was tired and happy and upset at the same time. Julia kept shooting her glances and Annie offered smiles when she could. It had been a good time, and she wanted Julia to know that.

	“I’m about hungry enough to eat a chunky monkey. What do you say we stop?” Austen said.

	“Mins?” Julia asked, tone belaying slight irritation.

	Austen put his hand on Julia’s knee. “Yes, please.”

	Three miles down the highway, Julia pulled off and rolled into the one-stoplight town. She parked at Min’s Garden, which was located in a strip mall style plaza with a pet store and a convenience store on either side. The scent of deep fryer hit them as if stepping into a grease sauna. There were people everywhere and of all walks of financial standing. Of all shapes and sizes as well. A small boy came and led them to a table. 

	“Drink? Drink?” he asked as he seated them. 

	“I’ll have a Diet Pepsi, or Diet Coke, whichever you have,” Julia said.

	“Water,” Austen said.

	“Iced tea, please,” Annie said.

	The boy nodded and scurried away. He came back with a pitcher of water and two glasses of brownish liquid, one dancing with carbonation. The boy left, stopping at the buffet to grab a napkin.

	“Shall we dig in?” Julia asked.

	Annie nodded. Her hunger was back, though was different, soured. Verging on sickly, it was so distinct from what it had been. A new hunger. Just as strong.

	The buffet line reminded Annie of farming, cattle at a feeder, chickens in a pen, pigs at a trough. The food was much, much better than oats and corn and hay. She filled her plate five times over the course of thirty minutes.

	“You really like this stuff, huh?” Austen said.

	Annie shrugged and forked a hunk of sugary pork into her mouth. 

	“Eat like that, bet you’ll hibernate all the way home,” Julia said, a nervous grim playing at the corners of her mouth.

	Once home, Julia and Austen stretched out on the couches. Annie had a reserve of energy to burn and set off on her bicycle. The temperature was warm and the evening brimmed with life. Music thumped and pulsed on the air as she rolled along through the residential streets behind a busy downtown. Once beyond the homes she set onto the shadowy world of cement paths and bright white gazebos that shined under lamps. Since she’d arrived in Pine City, municipal staff had replaced every topper and painted every pole to match, it looked like something out of a Dickens story. All in preparation of the homecoming during the May long weekend. The garbage collection had resumed as the city employees were back to work.

	The park path spread into a Y, with two extra limbs growing from the base. Two of the paths touched onto streets. One hit the river and the last veered into the woods. After what happened with the homeless man, and where she’d seen him before that night, she avoided the paths that moved toward mystery once the sun went down. 

	She thought of the flying thing. 

	It paused her feet and she touched down at the spot on the path where Bounty Park branched into veins. Dwindling pack in hand, she lit a cigarette. There was a presence here with her, she felt it. She peered into the areas beyond the glow. Far off along one of the paths, four boys stumbled toward her, laughing as they smoked, embers aglow, bobbing from their mouths. On another path, a man and woman leaned on each other in a slow stroll. 

	These people weren’t what she was feeling.

	She sucked hard on her cigarette. The sourness lessened as she closed her eyes and imagined the flier coming to her. At a safe distance of course. A new and clean hunger bubbled in her belly. 

	On both sides of all the paths, shadows consumed the park until trees provided swatches of full black. Annie opened her eyes and looked toward the boys. There were four specks of light swirling and sliding like fireflies, though much larger and brighter, more like fallen stars on kite strings. Incredible. The boys didn’t see, and they were no more than twenty feet away. Annie shot her attention to the man and woman drawing nearer. Fifteen feet. A dozen feet. Two bright fliers took their lazy time, obviously following the couple. A bulb burst in one of the lamps. The rumble in Annie’s belly groaned noisily, bubbled and contracting down on itself. 

	She sucked back on her cigarette. The light dazzled as the lamps overhead began snapping in shimmery showers of hot glass. 

	The flying things drew closer. Annie’s belly groaned.

	Watch for signs and find the truth. Find the secrets and hold on, Annie, for you and me.

	Annie pinched the apple between two fingers and saw into the near future, those lights flaring until something else came along, something malevolent and energized. Screams and quick deaths. The cigarette dropped from Annie’s lips as she shouted, “No!” and turned her bicycle back the way she’d come, abandoning the oddity.

	 

	forty-two

	Roland opened his eyes for a fourth time. The thumping in his head spat lava and screamed notes of agony upon every beat from his heart. There was no hope to cry out. Upon initial impact, his jaws clamped; it felt as if he’d been wired shut. 

	He peered through the shadows, blinking away an hour, awaking to find his headache abated by a tenth. Hogtied: bound wrists to his bound ankles. A thorn sunk into his eyeballs as he strained to find shapes. 2x4s rose, wires moved through the workings. A door slammed somewhere. He’d been here before. The fruit cellar. A gentle whisper of movement brushed over his face. He wiggled his mouth, attempting speech—at least the muscles in his jaw had relented some. But tape covered his mouth. The whispered touch strengthened and skittered onto both of his cheeks. He tried to look down. Fuzzy backs and legs. Involuntarily, he jerked and squirmed. Pain burst into his head like fireworks. 

	Spiders were all over him. Huge spiders.

	His eyes were sticky with webbing. He tried to scream. Up his jacket sleeve, tiny movements wriggled against his flesh. Above him, another door slammed, and footfalls raced downwards. A door creaked open further and light filled the room. The fruit cellar came into view. Before him was a horrid open mouth with sharp teeth and a finned throat. He screamed against the tape over his lips.

	“What is it?” Kelvin asked as he stood over the detective.

	Kelvin had smashed the monster and put the pieces in with Roland.

	There was a gentle touch on Roland’s arm. He struggled, shouting against the tape as the spiders scurried.

	“It’s not your fault. The monster held you in here with the spiders. You’re still under its control,” Kelvin said.

	Roland flopped like a fish, begging against the tape. 

	“What?” Kelvin tore the tape from Sedgewick’s lips. 

	“I don’t care what else you do, just get me away!”

	“Huh?”

	“The spiders, goddamn you!”

	“You must be coming around,” Kelvin said, nodding. He grabbed Roland by the collar and dragged him beyond the fruit cellar door. “You’re heavy.”

	“Thank you,” Sedgewick groaned, suddenly understanding how easy it would be to cooperate with a captor. Anything to keep him from that room. “There’s one in my jacket still, please.” He was begging and it sounded like poison in his ears.

	“Right.” Kelvin leaned forward. “Gotcha.” 

	A sting shot into Roland’s arm, and he cried out.

	“Did he bite?” Kelvin tossed the fat spider back into the fruit cellar.

	“You’ve got it wrong. You need to let me go,” Roland said, whining. “I have a wife and kids.”

	“I don’t doubt that. Unfortunately…the worm.” Kelvin leaned forward and smoothed the tape over the detective’s mouth. 

	Roland blinked away sweat and tears, gazing up at the insane man. He was filthy. Clots of mud clung to his pantlegs and boots.

	“I’m digging for family. I only found normal worms so far.” Kelvin started toward the storm door out of the basement. The lights went out at the flip of the switch and the storm door wheezed open and then closed. Roland took a deep breath through his nose. The adrenaline cleared away much of the headache. The feeling made the rest of him ache with emptiness. It didn’t matter, he was out of that room. He kicked and shouldered a few extra inches from the door and closed his eyes.

	Minutes, perhaps an hour passed before those whispering touches found his face and he cried out against the tape. The house was otherwise silent. A spider walked the surface of his brow. It bent low. Its hideous legs and abdomen drove a spike of terror through him. 

	Aimed, he reared his head back slowly, settled on the consequences. Roland slammed his forehead against the concrete. The nimble creature climbed higher on the detective’s head while the soft flesh thumped and sprayed the floor red. The spider leapt away and scurried into the shadows beneath the fruit cellar door.

	In and out Roland breathed, trying to mitigate his panic. He imagined troops storming through the door to rescue him. After each wonderful fantasy, he counted off all the reasons that it wasn’t about to happen. 

	I didn’t tell anyone.

	I don’t keep my notes up to date. 

	I didn’t wait until Monday.

	I’m a total fucking idiot.

	 

	forty-three

	Annie rose from bed with an idea. She looked out the window to the backyard. There was little going on, less than the neighbors’ yards. Most had flowerbeds. The Temple yard was grass until the hill veered down toward the construction site.

	Excited, she rushed to the hallway to find that Julia was still in bed. She crept back to her room and dressed. The woman wanted to do something for Annie, and Annie thought a garden was the perfect request. A garden clung onto her former existence and merged it with the current.

	Not the same.

	“Why not?” Annie asked her mother’s voice. 

	The voice didn’t answer. 

	Annie went to the kitchen to fix herself oatmeal. She sat, shoveling the grey sludge into her hungry mouth while the coffee percolated. 

	“Morning, Annie,” Austen said, from the hallway.

	Annie considered asking Austen and decided Julia was the proper channel to move through to gain the best outcome. She was learning. The social manipulation games were not beyond her.

	“Good morning,” she said.

	Austen looked at the coffeemaker and sat down at the table to wait. “Don’t tell Julia, but I got caught up in a bidding war on eBay. Hundred bucks down the drain, just like that.” He snapped his fingers.

	Annie’s eyes bulged. These people were insane. “For pictures of hockey men?”

	“When you put it like that.” In the end, that’s what they were, pictures of hockey men. Austen yawned. “Think I’ll take a nap; this is too early for a Sunday.”

	Annie finished her oatmeal. There was a bubble in her belly. It was gentler than it had been. Now it was something like being gassy and stuffed with high carb and high fat treats.

	Julia stepped into the kitchen as Annie put her bowl and spoon in the dishwasher.

	“You know how you asked me what I wanted?” Annie said.

	Julia turned from the coffeemaker. “Sure.” 

	“I want a garden. I’ll do it all by myself. I know how,” Annie said, pleading, excited.

	“Hold up,” Julia said after her second sip. “Where, in the back?”

	Annie nodded. “I can do it. I know how.”

	“I don’t doubt it. I’m not much of a gardener, what do we need?” 

	“We need to make a plot for it. Then we have to cut up the grass and till the ground and we need seeds to plant. Oh, and a border would be good, it keeps the weeds out for a bit. It’s black and plastic and it’s not too much. I can pay for everything, even to rent a tiller for a day and I’ll do it all myself.”

	“Hold on, you don’t have to do it by yourself and I’m not letting you pay. Why don’t you get some paper, and we’ll work it all out while I drink my coffee?” Julia said, sidling over to the table.

	Annie rushed to her room to get a notebook. Twenty minutes later, she a Julia were standing in the backyard, picturing the scene. Both had cups of coffee in hand. 

	“Can’t we use a tiller, or get someone to come?” Julia said. “Seems like an awful lot of labor.” 

	“You can’t just till it,” Annie laughed. She pulled her cigarette pack from her pocket. “The garden will be all grass.” She lit up.

	“I wish you didn’t smoke. It’s so bad for you.”

	Annie looked at her cigarette. The need to stand affront against everything unfamiliar no longer loomed central. “I know.”

	“Why do you smoke, anyways?”

	She shrugged and sucked on the stick, it wasn’t so great, maybe. “I could probably cut back…or quit,” she said. Considering that her dealer was dead, it might save her a whole host of trouble.

	“I’d like that. Anything you’ll need before the tiller?” Julia asked, grinning hugely. 

	The we had become a you pretty quickly. 

	“Just a wheelbarrow and spade,” Annie said as smoke trickled up from her hand. She didn’t want to take another puff in front of Julia.

	“There’s a spade in the garage. I’ll get dressed, then we can get the things.” Julia stepped back through the garage to the house.

	Annie put the cigarette between her lips and dragged. She finished the cigarette while marking off where her garden would go. 

	She was so excited about the garden and the fresh life it would bloom that she couldn’t spare the time to go shopping for what she’d need. Austen and Julia accepted a list and returned more than an hour later with everything, including a rental rototiller.

	Annie did the tilling, and as she finished what she decided was her second to last pass, Julia came out to announce that it was lunchtime. Time flew while cutting a dirt patch.

	They sat in the kitchen, half in conversation and half listening to the television left on in the living room. The news. Julia prodded Annie about cosmetic possibilities for the garden, but then stopped to listen when she heard the word murderer coming from the TV.

	“I can say that Detective Roland Sedgewick was investigating the case of the two recent murders, but I can’t say much else,” the voice sounded as if surfacing from a deep and wide well.

	“Do you think the Sucker Puncher has him?” asked a nasally voice, feminine. 

	There was a silence for a heartbeat, at the press conference as well as in the kitchen. 

	“The Sucker Puncher?” 

	“Yeah, because he sucks out the blood and—”

	“Right. We’re doing our best to find this killer and—”

	“Does the Sucker Puncher have Sedgewick? Did you get a ransom note?” a man said, equally nasally to the woman. “Is he a terrorist? Is there a video demand?”

	“Yeah! A video, do you have a video?” 

	“All I can tell you is that the detective hasn’t checked in for more than a day, and given his occupation, this worries us. Just a precaution. You made the leap to a killer. Now, please, if anyone sees this man or saw him between Saturday first thing and today, please call the Pine City Police Department hotline.”

	The reporters collectively chatted, several yelling, “Lois, Lois Sedgewick!”

	“You sure are some worker,” Julia said after the coverage shifted. 

	Annie grinned imagining future harvests, thinking nothing of the fact that she’d spoken to the missing man, twice.

	 

	forty-four

	Kelvin Spiegel worked through much of the night, stopping only for a snack and a brief nap in front of his television. Certain the offspring were under the back lawn, he had dug until the flesh of his hands blistered and popped, and then he dug more. There were sixteen four-foot holes around the yard with no trace of the giant worm’s brethren, only little worms. Normal worms. Nightcrawlers. Dew worms. Worms fit to be cast on a hook. 

	At 8:00 AM, he stopped for a break and dropped down into a steel chair beneath the clothesline. He looked out onto his work. It hit him after only seconds. 

	“Of course!” he shouted and stumbled to where he’d dropped his shovel. 

	He moved slowly, drained. The damned things were under the front yard, not the back, the front! It made sense, he didn’t wonder how it made sense, it just did. Three feet down he found power lines; he then hit something black and ridged. He worked frantically. This time he had them, this time…plastic tubing around wires. He leaned over and rested. Downtrodden and all but defeated, there he stayed until 11:03 AM, half-conked.

	“Kelvin, you all right?” 

	He startled to. His neighbor stood before him, an old woman in a faded jacket and ratty wool pants. She had come to keep him going, like a guardian angel. 

	“Thank you,” he whispered and climbed out of the hole. He walked four feet to his right and stabbed the shovel into the dirt.

	“What are you digging for?” she asked.

	“Nothing good,” he said. 

	With a nod and a grimace, she stepped across the street to the home where she’d lived since 1963. 

	“Thanks again, Mrs. Fiddler!” 

	He worked and worked. Sweat poured and dirt clung and ran. He was filthy as an oil rig swamper. At just about chin level, he heard a noise and quit digging. Sirens. The worm had reached out for more officers. He dug frantically; certain he’d found the correct hole.

	Why else would a worm call for help?

	The sirens screamed, growing closer and closer. He wasn’t finding the offspring. Those sirens had gotten too close. He looked around, spotted the first cruiser with its awful rubber bumper and white, white paint. He ducked low.  

	The first cops on the scene ran past him to the front door of the home. Kelvin didn’t need to see, he heard enough. The door broke. More sirens. More car doors slamming. More people running along his lawn. People were shouting his name, and another name. Finally, it sounded as if they’d all gone into his home; this was his chance.

	As he was pulling himself up, an unmarked car rolled onto the sidewalk in front of his lot. A man got out. He wasn’t running.

	“They’ll take over the world. Eventually, they’ll get you, pawns,” Kelvin whispered.

	Inside, officers shouted, “He’s here! We got him!”

	“Kelvin Spiegel?” 

	Kelvin, from lip of the hole, nodded and then cowered back, slipping deep. He had an idea to bury himself until the coast was clear.

	Footfalls drew close. “Climb up out of there. Man, you’re in a mess of shit now.” 

	Reporters began pouring onto the lot as the chief of police walked Kelvin Spiegel to the nearest cruiser. By the time Kelvin was seated, looking through barred windows, a bloody-faced Roland Sedgewick was paraded onto the porch, a blanket draped over his shoulders.

	 

	forty-five

	Mrs. Benton handed back a quiz. Annie had failed. Nothing about Shakespeare mattered to her, and why should it? Most of what he wrote was hardly even English. Annie tossed the quiz into the trash on the way out the door. For her next class, the civics teacher showed up late and then gave the students a work period. Annie finally opened her history homework. It was a small assignment that Ms. Ling expected directly after lunch. 

	When she arrived in Pine City, Annie did as told, but all this pointless homework was too much. Rain had been correct in assuming Annie didn’t belong in advanced classes. She wasn’t going to university, not even college. Annie finished the first of the three-question assignment, pulled it from her civics binder, and folded it into a square. Safe in her pocket, ready as it would ever be to hand into Ms. Ling—some effort had to be better than none.

	At lunch, Annie roamed the block surrounding the school. It was overcast, but so far dry. She smoked two cigarettes and ate only a portion of her sack lunch. The sourness had returned and her previously experienced hunger was gone. It felt like the tail end of a flu she hadn’t gotten.

	She handed in her work to Ms. Ling on her way to her seat. 

	“Annie, where’s the rest?”

	“I didn’t get it,” Annie said, hoping laziness could be masqueraded by semi-acceptable ignorance.

	“Maybe you have a friend that can help you?” 

	Annie shrugged. She didn’t want help. 

	“You know, I can keep you in at lunch and afterschool.”

	Annie blinked. This was unexpected. Detention was for disruptors, not girls quietly making their way through excessive and pointless educations.

	The bell rang, all but Annie were seated.

	Ms. Ling sighed then addressed the class. “Who here is a friend of Annie’s?” 

	Nobody spoke. Nobody lifted a hand. Annie looked daggers at her teacher, and despite feeling nothing toward the others in the class, her cheeks reddened and her teeth clenched.

	“I can help her,” Rain said.

	Annie turned to look at Rain, who looked beyond Annie to the teacher.

	“What do you think, Annie?”

	Annie shrugged.

	“Fine, Annie, take that open seat next to Rain.”

	For the following 45 minutes, Rain nudged Annie, whispered explanations, and generally disrupted the reverie she might’ve settled into. Annie stared at her hands and waited for the bell. 

	She’d had enough school for the day. Skipping wouldn’t be the end of the world. She lit a cigarette and grimaced, something was off about it. A block from school, she squatted to watch maggots bubble from a dead squirrel. It did nothing for her, small and boring thing that it now seemed. She got to the Temple’s—home—and rolled her bike from the garage. 

	Bounty Park had mostly women pushing strollers and the odd man in a swishy sweat suit jogging along the path. Coasting, the grass was healthy and bright, the trees had fresh coats of life. The blue-grey sky spoke of a free and settled springtime. She veered from the path and down a single lane bike trail she’d taken several times before. It was mucky, but not as messy as it had been directly post snowmelt. A fat fir stood in a small clearing like a lighthouse on a cloudy day. Bicycle leaned against a tree, Annie crouched and peered into the blades of grass. 

	She quickly grew impatient. Her hand roved to her pocket instinctively and she let it drop. Cigarettes weren’t so great today. 

	“And who cares about stupid fucking ants anyway?” she said, almost willing her mother’s voice to come. She fingered the apple and whispered, “Mom, you said you’d be here when I’m ready.”

	Nothing came, not even the tears Annie anticipated. Annie pedaled back the way she’d come. She stepped into the house just in time to hear the final ring before Duncan answered the call.

	“That was the school machine,” Duncan said.

	 “Okay?”

	“Mom and Dad won’t go for skipping, and those calls come at different times, you never know when.”

	Annie had nothing to say and stepped past Duncan toward the washroom. She liked Duncan. Why couldn’t he see that she didn’t care about school?

	“Rain Miller caught me at the end of the day, too.” 

	Annie slowed. 

	“She said you’re failing history and that the teacher wanted her to help you. I gave her your cell number. I’m telling you, Mom and Dad won’t stand failing or skipping.”

	“I always leave my phone off,” Annie said. 

	She wasn’t certain how many days passed since she’d powered it on but did so now as a show of understanding. She had six text messages. Two from Julia, three from a mystery number sending texts in succession earlier that day, and the latest one from Rain. Annie ignored the rest and opened Rain’s message. 

	I will help u at lunch or after school?

	Annie replied: Ok lunch. 

	As she stared out from the window, down at her garden, she imagined it again in bloom, the phone vibrated in her hand, startling it from her grasp. Duncan laughed. Annie picked up her phone and read Rain’s unnecessary reply: K c u then.

	“Who was it?”

	“Rain,” Annie said.

	Nosey, Duncan reached for the phone. “Does she need a reply?”

	Annie handed it over. “I don’t know.”

	Duncan tracked out of the current conversation to the unread messages. Annie had been impressed by the finger speed at first, but everybody seemed to be able to do it. 

	“Did you give Bristol your number?” 

	Duncan opened the first message: Hey Annie r u there? I think...

	Annie’s brows scrunched, downcast. “No. I don’t know my number.”

	Duncan scrolled down to the second message: Y don’t u like me, we’re gonna b like sisters soon… 

	“Jesus, what’s that supposed to…?” His voice hitched at the next message, which included an image: I’m gonna send this to Cammie and then he’ll b single and I can have him. Duncan dropped Annie’s phone onto the carpet. He pulled his cell from his pocket and dialed, began pacing. 

	Annie picked up her phone. There was a picture above a message, and she clicked on it. Bristol, one hand down the front of a pair of blue jeans, the fly open. Her head leaned against a chest. Above that chest was Duncan’s face. She looked curiously at Duncan.

	Annie read the message above the picture: I’m gonna send this to Cammie and then he’ll b single and I can have him. We’ll b prom king and queen and we’ll both go to school in Toronto. It will b amaze.

	Duncan was frantic, punching his fist against his leg. “Fuck! Fuck!” He looked at Annie. “I was drunk! I don’t even remember that night! I just woke up next to her!”

	 

	forty-six

	Duncan stormed into Annie’s room as she was studying, terrified she’d lose more freedom than she was currently forfeiting. “I told Cammie and now she wants to breakup, and Bristol never even sent the picture.” He stomped back out of her room.

	Annie plugged her phone in by the clock and it vibrated on the nightstand. Bored with Shakespeare, she opened the message. 

	Duncan yelled at me.

	Annie typed: Why did you do it? He has a girlfriend. 

	Mess with him

	He looked asleep and you did it to him. He said he was drunk.

	Maybe he was asleep lol

	Bristol was a strange girl and what Duncan told her was right. She only hung around to get to Duncan. Why include Annie at all?

	Why do you follow me?

	Bristol was much faster with her answers: Bored lol

	Annie held down the power button and the screen flashed white and then died. It was a wonder that people saw themselves worth the effort. “Must be for most,” she mumbled, thinking about how everyone moved in little groupings. Even if they didn’t like each other. As if alone was so bad. 

	 

	forty-seven

	Kelvin Spiegel explained the worm and what had happened before to room full of men and a women hungry to close a major, major case. The magic transformation and the actual acts didn’t come out in the explanation or in the essentially simple manner of what worked in his mind. It was confusing, nonsense even. The only hard fact was that the detective stopped by and Kelvin hit him with a hammer. According to Kelvin, Roland Sedgewick was under the worm’s control, though maybe not anymore, but he was before, that much was obvious. 

	“You need to thank your wife. It was all her, how we found you. She guessed the passcode on your laptop.” The chief worked a toothpick around the back of his mouth a moment. “Maybe in the future, leave a note.”

	“Right.”

	“He’s wacko. No proper court for him.”

	Roland slouched. He was bandaged and hurting something awful, and stuck in the hospital bed because that was where he belonged, according to a doctor. “Fine. We got him, no harm then. Nobody else dies so we win.” 

	“You—” 

	The doctor stepped into the room, silencing the chief.

	“Must’ve glanced you with the hammer. If he hit you straight on, it would’ve likely cracked your skull and you’d be dead or zombified,” she said, serious and sullen, looking at something on a clipboard.

	“Fine,” Roland said. 

	The chief looked at his phone after an audible buzz. “Your wife and kids are back, okay they come in?”

	Roland looked to the doctor. She nodded, stepping to another patient on the far side of the room.

	“Take as long as you need,” the chief said before departing.

	The family paraded in and sat with little to talk about. He’d tell her everything if she wanted to hear it, but later. Most of it was inappropriate for the kids. Instead, they discussed nonsensical things. Twenty minutes into nothing much, a nurse stopped in, offered to take the children to see the toys in the therapy room. Lois Sedgewick thanked her.

	“They didn’t tell me much,” she said, holding her husband’s hand.

	“He’s crazy. I wanted to let him explain how he and his monster killed people and I thought he was going to smash the monster, then he turned around and conked me. I was riding the fence about this guy. I didn’t even want to call it in beforehand. That was stupid of me and I promise I’ll never do it again.”

	She leaned forward and kissed his cheek. “I got into your computer. Don’t worry. I didn’t tell anyone your password.”

	He laughed. It hurt to do so. His password was BamBamBigelo!

	“I asked the doctor about your cheek. She said it was a spider. He didn’t torture you, did he?” She lowered her eyes.

	“Not on purpose. He shoved me away and I irritated an infestation of the huge bastards. You might have to take over the spider duty at the house from here on. At least I was unconscious most of the time.”

	“My poor Papa Bear…I don’t know what we’d do without you.”

	“You won’t have to worry about my being so stupid ever again, that’s for sure.”

	A knock at the door turned the attention from one another.

	“Oh shitty, I’ll wait,” Dr. Minnie Gates said.

	“No, I’d best round up the troops and get them home for supper. I’ll come back after if you like?”

	“Only if someone wants the kids. They don’t need to hang around this place. Too many people on their way out. Let them learn about death from Dora.”

	“I called Macy and Mom and even tried Gordy. Everybody’s busy, all said they’re glad you’re all right, but they can’t.”

	Roland shrugged, which sent needles of pain through him. “No big deal. I’m free at lunch and then I’m taking a week off.”

	Bent at the waist, she kissed him on the cheek again, the good side. His face was purple with a bright red ring from the bite. There was puffiness all the way to his mouth.

	As she left, Dr. Gates stepped close. Gates had a playful waddle. “Holy crapola, buddy did ya, didn’t he?”

	“He did.”

	“Salman already left. We looked at the cuts while you were MIA. They’re funny. We found natural fibers. Don’t know exactly from what. To me, they look like silk. Rougher stuff, something like from a caterpillar a spider or something. Salman kept a sample. I don’t know how the monster man did it. It all seems above his fantasy, and where did the blood go?” Dr. Gates spoke to herself as much as to Roland.

	“It doesn’t matter. We have the confession and an explanation. It makes sense in a queer sort of way.”

	“I hope so… Well, I stopped by to thank you for including me, us. It gets pretty redundant at the school. This was fun.”

	“Yeah, real fun. I hope I never have to call you again.”

	 

	forty-eight

	Duncan went from sorrow to anger to relief and then back again. It was all over his face and words as he stomped and then moaned and then cursed Bristol Walcott under his breath. The sky was steely grey. Rain spattered from the clouds. Annie felt sorry for Duncan, especially since he wasn’t used to walking to school. 

	“I’d like to kill that bitch,” he said. “She’s a fucking psycho. You need to stay away from her; she’s fucking dangerous.”

	Annie said, “Okay.”

	“I mean it.”

	“I know.”

	The school came into view and Annie eased—Duncan had been talking at her all the way from the house. Once reaching the grounds, he went his way and she went hers. 

	English first period. As a class, they read Macbeth. Mrs. Benton explained an upcoming task over a chorus of perfunctory groans. Grouped into twos, they were to write a newspaper article about the mental instability of Lady Macbeth due to war. The class automatically huddled and Annie faced forward. A nervous and awkward boy in a baggy button up shirt and light blue jeans approached her. The clothing reminded Annie of Bonny and the thrift shop there. Before he reached her desk, Rain crouched in his way.

	“Hey, want to be my partner?” 

	Annie looked at the boy. He seemed so sad and hopeless. 

	“Okay,” Annie said. 

	“It’s too loud in here, half of you go to the library,” Mrs. Benton said.

	Rain stood. “Let’s go.” 

	The boy remained with his head down like an overlooked chess piece left on the board. Annie wanted to say sorry. She wasn’t sure why. 

	Rain chose a seat in a back corner of the library. Students sat at the front half in a glassed-in area staring at computer monitors. Beyond the computers, the library remained mostly vacant. Rain talked about the assignment and the angle she proposed. She’d already thought through the work. Apparently, Mrs. Benton had offered a brief outline of the task a month earlier. A few others came in from Mrs. Benton’s English class. 

	“I don’t care,” Annie said. She fidgeted, bored, rolling her pen about the tabletop.

	“Don’t take this wrong. Maybe you should be in the college class,” Rain said. 

	“I’m not going to college or university. I’m only trying to do okay, so I don’t get in trouble. I can read and write. I don’t see how understanding Shakespeare or theories on how slaves erected the pyramids will help me any.”

	“It won’t hurt you.”

	“It takes up time and you only have so much of that.”

	“You don’t need to watch TV every spare minute,” Rain said, rolling her eyes.

	“I don’t even like TV.”

	Stalemate. 

	They sat silently gawking at their hands like stoners until Rain took out a sheet of paper and copied her three favorite points. “How about I write it and you can help me with the editing?”

	“Okay.”

	“I can’t do the work for you in history. You have to learn that stuff.”

	“I know,” Annie said, sneering and shaking her head in irritated little strokes.

	The bell rang. 

	“Still meet at lunch?”

	Annie nodded, reluctantly.

	Math was a nice break. There were four marks in the class, that was it. The teacher didn’t check homework, didn’t pester, and helped only when asked. Annie’s math mark of 70 came over with her. It fell to two points below 60 after the first assignment. There were only two marks left. The next assignment—worth only 10%—wasn’t due for a month and the final exam—worth 40%—was so far away she hadn’t yet considered it. The teacher had already confessed to giving her the college level grade if she failed the advanced exam as it was “silly to hold ignorance against a teenager; you can only know what you’re taught.” Math was better than history anyway, math was the same everywhere, whereas history was different one place to another.

	At lunch, Annie took her meal and sat down next to Rain in the cafeteria. It was loud and smelled of French fry grease. Rain opened the textbook to the front of the current unit and read the first page aloud. 

	“Now you read it, too,” Rain said.

	“Out loud?”

	“Just in your head’s fine.”

	Annie held her sandwich and read. Once finished, Rain gave her a two-question quiz on the contents of the page. Annie got both of them correct. They went through six pages in this manner before Rain dismissed Annie so that she could go outside and smoke. The cigarette was an excuse, focusing so hard on something she didn’t care about threatened to burn out her fuses. 

	Cigarette lit, she stood under the overhang. Her eyes wandered, collecting vague shapes, but saw little. Annie finished her smoke watching hooded figures rush from cars through the rain and into the school. 

	She had civics first after lunch and she grew impatient as the teacher got into one of his rants. The hour dragged on and on before the bell finally rang.

	“Real sorry to hear about your brother and Cammie,” Renee Fritz said.

	“He had too much cock to go around, I guess,” Sadi Graves said.

	Annie brushed past the cool girls. The stiff shoulder of Stacey Kirby knocked into her. The books she carried fell, and laughter filled the air like a dissipating breeze. She knelt and a mysterious hand came at her, holding sheets from her binder. It was Cammie.

	Cammie turned away before Annie could speak. 

	Annie took her seat next to Rain in history. Somehow, a mismanaged menstrual flow made Annie into a pet project. When the final bell rang, Annie felt like an untied balloon, as if she’d go darting into every corner of the room until all the air was finally out of her.

	Duncan had accepted a ride home from someone, and Annie walked. The rain poured harder than it had all day. It was warm enough, however, to give Annie some much needed peace, and privacy. Also, that rain was a good friend of the seeds she’d planted. 

	Annie stood outside at her garden. Water ran in the dips between rows and brought to mind the creak by the farm. She touched her neck and found the apple. The power—if it ever truly existed—no longer offered its short rush. Time passed and she settled into that zone she’d been having so much trouble finding lately. A vehicle pulled into the driveway and stole away her peace. Julia and her homework obsession.

	Annie got inside in time to hang her coat and plunk down on the couch with her history book. Julia came in, damp and frowning.

	“Something happen with Duncan?” she said.

	“Him and Cammie broke up.” 

	Julia gasped, her eyes all but popping. “Oh god, no. Why?”

	It wasn’t Annie’s place to say. “I don’t know.” 

	Julia went and knocked on Duncan’s door. The door opened. She entered and closed it behind her. 

	 

	forty-nine 

	Bristol didn’t come to school for the rest of the week. On Friday, Annie came home to find three soft, middle-aged men in blue work trousers and off-white Powell’s Hardware shirts in the backyard. They’d nearly finished what Julia had hired them to do, and Annie was surprised at the impression the pale fencing and intricate birdhouses on four corner posts made on her. They looked like floating chalets from James Bond movies. The short fence had a small galvanized-steel handle and a swinging gate.

	“You Annie?” the one man asked. He rose from the end of the stone step-path that followed a curved route from the garage to the garden.

	“Yes.” 

	“What do you think?” he stood up and stepped aside.

	There was a stone that looked very much like a cemetery marker, only smaller. Annie’s Garden: the words flowed on a gentle angle, not quite in a cursive script. It was wonderfully touching and personal, thoughtful. She stifled an excited shriek. The men left and Annie sat in the grass, looking at the magnificent—though unnecessary—work. Julia’s car came in the lane, and she headed around back. 

	Annie shot to her feet and latched onto Julia. “Thank you so much, I love it!”

	Julia trembled, began crying lightly. “No, thank you.”

	After supper, Annie went to her room. There was rare homework for her civics class, and she wanted to repay Julia’s incredible gesture. That night, she listened to Duncan laugh while on a video chat with Cammie. On the other side of her, Julia bragged Austen’s ear raw about how much Annie loved the garden. 

	She fell asleep as soon as she chose to stop listening. 

	The Temple house had relocated to a nameless street in Bonny Michigan. The scent of recent ozone was heavy in the air. The edges of the streets ran a torrential flow of rainwater. Every drain was paved over. Annie stood by a spot where water pooled, watching the motion. An otter drifted by on its back. She raced after it, but the flow of the gutter water quickened. Her bicycle appeared beneath her. The separation lessened. Ahead, the gutters poured onto a new street and as the otter took a sharp right turn, so did Annie. The street came to a dipped, circular cul-de-sac and the trailer. Out front was a sign that read PILGRIM. The otter swam to the edge and popped out of the water. 

	Annie climbed off her bike. The otter walked up to the door and knocked. The door opened and a figure looked down and nodded for the otter to enter. The door closed and Annie approached. Timidly, she knocked.

	The door opened and Annie looked at a small child. One from the yellowed photographs her mother used to keep in a shoebox until they got moldy and she had to toss them. Her mother as a girl. Further inside, cocoons dangling from the ceiling, birds perched on all the familiar furniture, and grass budded up through the carpet. There were snakes and rabbits. A whitetail deer stood in the kitchen making as if to wash the dishes. Mice scampered across the coffee table. From the bedrooms came the soundtrack of clucking chickens and mooing cows.

	The little girl stepped aside to let Annie in. Annie looked over her shoulder, the bike stood there waiting, shining as it never had before, behind it, her garden and the Temple family. 

	The young Ellen Pilgrim pulled a red cigarette pack from her pocket, flicked her wrist, and a cigarette darted to between her lips like a Three Stooges gag. 

	“You coming in or what, Annie of mine?”

	Annie awoke to hear an elevated conversation coming from beyond her door.

	“What in the hell is he talking about, Dunc?” Austen said, distraught and high-pitched.

	Annie stepped into the living room in her pajamas.

	“I don’t know! It’s crazy. I’d never hurt anybody,” Duncan said. He was frantic and pacing.

	There were two officers, both men, both twenty-somethings, both had the lifetime gym membership look. Like smirking statues, they stood with folded arms.

	“This is bullshit, that girl’s a liar!” Julia said from the couch, her entire body shaking. 

	“The girl showed us the messages. The injuries to her face and chest speak for themselves. We’re hoping you aren’t going to cause a stink.” This blonde cop wore an expression that suggested otherwise, that he wanted a fight.

	“She’s crazy and a fucking liar!” Duncan took a step toward the officer. 

	The officer wasted not a second and punched Duncan in the gut. The other officer pounced on Duncan’s back and bent his wrists behind him. Julia screeched. Austen looked around and snatched his cellphone from the coffee table.

	“You didn’t need to punch him! You had no right!” Julia said.

	“Lady, if you saw what he did to that girl you’d shut your fucking mouth,” said the dark-haired officer. 

	They were already hurrying the laboring Duncan outside. Annie’s attention ping-ponged between the Temples and the departing cops. Austin was growling into his phone. Julia was moaning and holding her hands to her chest. The rumble of the cop car lit.

	“We’re going to the station and meeting a woman that Roman said deals with this kind of thing,” Austen said. He looked at Annie in her nightshirt. “I think maybe you better stay put, just in case we need someone at home.”

	Annie nodded, wide-eyed, stunned. 

	Within a minute, she was alone. The phone on her nightstand buzzed. She picked up and saw an unknown number. 

	I’m gonna say he raped me 2. 

	Annie didn’t reply. She stood in the middle of her room in nothing but her socks, one hand in her underwear drawer and the other holding the cellphone. A second message popped onto the screen.

	He better ask me to prom, or else.

	Scared, Annie set the phone down. She resumed dressing while her mind wandered. Her phone vibrated again. “No,” she whispered. She wanted no part of what that crazy girl had planned. Still, she reached out and snatched the phone as if hypnotized by the idea of unknown information uncovered. 

	The message was from Cammie. 

	Tell Duncan to answer.

	Annie had a message to convey to Cammie. Suddenly, she couldn’t remember how to do it. All the letters strung together, and the spacebar disappeared. She backed out of the message and pushed on Cammie’s picture. The phone dialed.

	“Hey A—”

	“The cops took him. I think Bristol’s saying he beat her up because he won’t go to the prom with her. She texts me stuff.”

	“Are you at home?”

	“Yes, but everyone’s gone!”

	“Just stay put. I want to read those messages. Don’t delete them,” Cammie said, 

	“Okay.”

	No problem there. Annie didn’t know how to delete messages. 

	 

	fifty

	Cammie met Duncan at the door with arms wide open, frantic with kisses and ideas. The messages on Annie’s phone all but exonerated Duncan. A lawyer had followed behind the Temples’ Buick and the man collected Annie’s cellphone, promising that he’d have it back to her in no time. She shrugged. The lawyer also took a few snapshots of the disrupted living room while mentioning, “They’ve done well to keep it quiet, but there’s an internal investigation going on concerning widespread steroid use within the department.” 

	Duncan had a bruise on his face as well as marks on his stomach, well documented. He was mad as hell, even with an apology from the chief coming before they left the station, only four hours after getting there.

	Bristol Walcott was in the hospital, and according to her, Duncan had beat her because she refused to have sex with him. Once unconscious—so she assumed—Duncan had raped her. According to her, it felt like she’d been “fucked.” This was to have happened near the school’s back parking lot. 

	Duncan had been home until Duncan took Annie out to Dragon Burger for milkshakes and onion rings. There, Duncan had tried to teach Annie how to play Mortal Kombat on one of the big cabinets at the back. Six teenagers corroborated this.

	It didn’t take long for the rest to unravel. The text messages Duncan sent all related to something else. Upon securing Bristol Walcott’s cellphone, it was more than abundantly clear that she’d orchestrated her own beating. The only item left under suspicion, after Bristol’s father paid for her troubles to disappear, was the two police officers who’d taken the call and went to arrest Duncan Temple after roughing him up. 

	The days droned on. Bristol hadn’t come back to school, rumors suggested that she’d gone to a boarding school in Toronto or St. Catharines. This was not true; Annie saw Bristol a few times while biking through the park. The girl seemed so sad and defeated, but too often within spitting distance of Annie’s personal bubble. 

	During those weeks, the park had changed. Annie rarely stayed long; she had her garden and the homework involved with keeping her garden. She’d finally become one of the family in the sense that Julia had yelled at her about a failing grade on a history test. Annie had studied, hard. It wasn’t enough. 

	Annie had to focus more if she wanted any freedom at all. She agreed to Julia’s terms. The new Annie also planned to quit smoking. Only half of a pack remained from the carton. The empty wrapper sat useless alongside the sad looking rubber boots she finally let Julia replace. Her new rubber boots said Hunter on the front and cost about 10 times more than her old boots had. This made Julia happy and Annie gained a little more favor. 

	Duncan had become a celebrity. He strutted everywhere. Annie shrank, became less important in the familial scope, even with her extra efforts—more likely because of them. Even the mean girls ignored her. Her mother’s voice was lost. Nothing much seemed to matter beyond her garden, which progressed slowly. Things would be different at the height of summer.

	Sometimes Annie cried before she slept, uncertain of the exact reasoning behind it. There were no more miracles to behold. No more hopes for escape. Most nights she sat with the family in front of the TV, watching dramas, comedies, even sports or the news.

	“And it appears, after an extensive review of Kelvin Spiegel and his home, the Crown has decided to drop all charges,” said the nasally voice of a young woman standing out front of Pine City’s main police branch. “He’d been off his meds and—” The front door opened behind her and Roland Sedgewick came out, only the ghost of a bruise remaining. “Detective Sedgewick! What can you tell the viewers about Kelvin Spiegel? Where does the Sucker Puncher case go from here?” she said, rushing at him with a microphone.

	Julia glanced at Annie. “That’s the same officer who…?” she trailed.

	Annie nodded.

	Roland stretched his jaw out before speaking. “Mr. Spiegel is a sick man and was untethered to reality. We never quit gathering evidence and before Mr. Spiegel did what he did, there were other people of interest. That’s all I’ll say.”

	“But—”

	“That’s it.” Roland climbed into a bulky Ford sedan.

	The reporter adjusted quickly. “I suppose that means the Sucker Puncher is still at large, everyone in the Pine City region should…”

	 

	fifty-one

	Annie froze before the class. The presentation linked the film Dr. Strangelove to the story of Lady Macbeth. Rain’s idea, via her father. The scene was short. Annie had few lines, acting the part of Mandrake, the easier of the two. Rain was perfect. Annie folded and sunk into her seat as the class laughed.

	Mrs. Benton shook her head. After the bell, Annie waited for the rest of the students to move on before she left the room. It was the last class of the day. Rain stood outside the door.

	“I hope you’re happy, you stupid, American bitch.” 

	Annie hugged her books to her chest until Rain stomped away. Screwing up wasn’t intentional. Rain ignored Annie’s suggestion that asking her to say lines in front of the class was going to suck.

	On her way home, her phone vibrated in her bag. She’d forgotten it in there, again. Nobody had called or sent her text messages since the thing with Duncan and Bristol. She looked at the screen. 

	Rain: I’m sorry.

	Annie sighed in relief. Rain was the last person in the world who remembered she existed. Nobody at home minded her. Her mother’s voice was gone. The mean girls walked on by without so much as a glance her way. At least spring was fully upon Pine City.

	Annie took solace in the unfolding plants and fresh green spouts, rising in stark contract from the dark, dark topsoil. The fence kept away animals, mostly. She knew soon enough, once the corn developed, racoons would come. Her mother had used aluminum pie plates to scare away the critters. Annie hoped it would work in her garden. Annie tried to recall her mother’s voice. Racoons are greedy and will eat until they burst. The sentence came to mind with ease. Only the sentence, no voice accompanied it. Homesick, Annie rubbed the dangling apple.

	While she sat with her feet inside the open gate of the garden and her butt on the stone bearing her name, Julia stepped out into the backyard. “How did the thing go?” she asked.

	“Good as I thought,” Annie said.

	“Meaning?”

	“Good, I guess.” Annie didn’t want to lie. Lying sucked. Worse was making people mad, and disappointing Julia. 

	“That’s good. Tonight, we have to meet with the lawyer. You can come if you want.”

	“No, thank you.” 

	Julia nodded and then started away. “Okay, well, eat what you want. We’re going out after.” 

	A voice in Annie’s head asked, what do you care?

	“Okay.”

	 

	fifty-two

	Renee sat in Bristol’s ca—a new Audi her father bought her for Christmas. Renee was fidgety and looked nervous. The plan had backfired, and as calm as Bristol acted on the outside, inside she was an absolute psycho.

	“I’ll say you were initiating me and I wanted in your group. Everyone knows you’re mean and that you’re the coolest girl in school.” Bristol was looking at her nails as she spoke.

	“But you made us do it!” Renee said.

	“Yeah, and I recorded you beating me, just in case, no sound,” Bristol said. She hadn’t. “Shut up and listen, it’s not so bad and you won’t get in trouble ‘cause nobody’ll know it was you. Plus, it’s funny.”

	“You remember Char Shields? You did a prank and got her expelled and now she works at the fucking Dragon Burger because she didn’t get into college.”

	“Char Shields is a stupid cunt. Listen, all you got to do is get that nerd girl to spill shit on Annie and make her offer the clothes. You won’t even be in on that part. See, if it goes wrong, you can blame that nerd bitch. Then you sneak into the shower and take the clothes and her backpack and leave these there.”

	“Oh. My. God.” 

	“See? Do exactly what I say, and it’ll be epic.”

	“How do you know she’ll believe the alarm and run out?” Renee said.

	“Don’t worry. I’ve got that covered.” 

	Renee said nothing. Bristol reached over and pinched Renee’s breast.

	“Ouch, goddamn you!”

	“You listening?”

	Renee rubbed her sore chest and nodded. 

	“Good girl. Now, go away.”

	 

	
fifty-three

	The Temples were not happy in the morning after returning late in the evening. Annie gleaned that thing with the lawyer hadn’t gone as hoped. She said nothing and existed in the angry fog without it really touching her, like watching a gorilla through a poly-glass barrier.

	She left home uttering hardly a word to any of them. At school, Rain ran to Annie at the front of the classroom, first thing. 

	“I really am sorry, you know?”

	“Sorry I froze.” 

	The girls smiled at one another. Class began and Rain said no more. Once the final group finished presenting, Mrs. Benton let the class out two minutes early. Annie had loads of time since she’d finished all but a few of her last cigarettes and decided to kick, sucking up the urges via cold turkey stew. Straight from class to her locker, to her next class: math. Minutes passed after the bell before the teacher arrived and opened the door—a few boys started talking about the amount late a teacher could be by law before they could skip. 

	The current unit, polynomials, baffled Annie. The clock hands trudged as she stared. Finally, finally the blessed bell rang. Annie sat next to Rain in the cafeteria, but Rain was acting funny, aloof. Rather than pretending to study anymore, Annie tossed the paper bag from her sack lunch into a recycling bin and the rest into the trash.

	Outside, Annie saw two familiar faces. 

	The detective who’d questioned her was rolling lazily by the front of the school, looking at other kids. It made her nervous—if he was around, likely something bad had happened. 

	The second face was Bristol’s. She’d parked in the bus loading-zone. Bristol flipped Annie the middle finger as Annie walked by toward the north end of the school. If she had to narrow it down, those were the two people she least wanted to see. 

	Walking around suddenly seemed dumb, so Annie re-entered the school near the auto shop rooms. The entire wing of the building smelled like motor oil. There were a lot more smokers and thrift shop type students near the auto shop and they yelled and joked, primarily about sexual things. They quieted and stared as she walked amongst them. It was as if they all looked at her in the same way people looked at her when she wore her old boots and a denim jacket. Only she wasn’t wearing that stuff. Not anymore. She wore the stuff Julia bought her.

	“When did rich fucks start using our door?” asked a mannish voice behind her. 

	Annie was clear of the scent and the shop students by the time she registered that he’d spoken about her. Nobody, anywhere, wanted her around. It made her wish she’d never quit smoking.

	Five minutes early, she plunked down in her plastic chair, ready for class. The minutes passed, and Rain didn’t show. She was always, always there before the bell rang. Nobody else appeared curious, and more than curious, Annie felt terribly lonely. If Rain started skipping—

	“I’m here!” 

	Rain’s voice carried from the hall. Footfalls swished. Rain appeared, holding a liter bucket in her hands. She and Annie made eye-contact. Rain looked down, her feet tangling, the pail of creamy white yogurt flying outward in a wave.

	“Holy crap. I’m so sorry.” 

	Annie looked down at her shirt and pants, and then to Rain. She was scowling, not sorry at all. 

	Ms. Ling had a smile on her face. “What the hell, Rain?”

	“It’s okay. I have extra stuff. That yogurt’s spoiled. That’s why I had it. I was going to…doesn’t matter.”

	“You’ll get her a different shirt and pants?” Ms. Ling asked.

	“I keep the spare clothes, in case—” Rain’s frantic voice stalled, and her cheeks reddened.

	“Take Annie down to the locker rooms, nobody’ll be there now,” Ms. Ling said. “You’ll have to get a key.”

	Rain nodded and looked to Annie. Annie rose as if to avoid spilling any of the yogurt already spilled on her. It didn’t smell spoiled. It didn’t look spoiled, not in the rank sense. It was watery, not so different from whole milk.

	“Got your clothes change here,” Rain said, patting her bag.

	Annie moved like a zombie. A few students remained in the hallways. All had surprised expressions, one was also grinning with half of his mouth.

	They got to the changeroom by the music room exit and Rain pushed open the door. Annie hadn’t thought to ask why they hadn’t needed a key.

	 

	fifty-four

	After seeing Annie, Bristol pulled her hood up and entered the school through the side entrance—the door closest to the target. The locker room was empty and was apt to stay that way until Annie entered coated in yogurt. If the universe followed its typical order, the plan was bound to go off without an issue. 

	The gods saw it fit to shine down on her scheme. This was much better than she suspected. Originally, it wasn’t going to be easy to remove every piece of clothing from the room, had a class changed in there, but the girls’ gym class that period was swimming downtown at the complex.

	There were thirteen shower stalls. There was not enough dry ice brick to fill them all, but enough for the proper affect. Bristol lifted the goggles from her neck and stretched the bands of a white painter’s mask over her head. She pulled winter gloves on and opened her massive and ugly, canvass backpack. She divvied her payload between two stalls but didn’t yet cut the bags. The plastic was already ballooning when she heard the door open. She stood on a toilet seat in a stall on the wall opposite the showers. She stared through the gap as Annie Pilgrim and Rain Miller stepped into the shower area.

	Bristol listened. Rain did exactly as told—almost as if she’d practiced her lines at home before a mirror—and then left. Ready and excited, Bristol’s mouth went dry. Her breath shortened. Annie stepped out of her dirty clothes and into the first shower stall.

	 

	fifty-five

	Annie kicked off her shoes and slunk out of her sticky clothes. She put her bra, underwear, and socks a few feet further from the shower to keep them dry. Into the shower, she pulled the curtain closed. The shampoo Rain had given her was gooey, blobbing out in a thick pearl. It lathered normally and she covered her head and face. The water pressure was hard and pleasant.

	Annie’s mind was all but blank for the three minutes it took to bathe away the mess. She killed the flow of water and reached out past the curtain. Her towel was gone. She peeked through the cracked vellum curtains to the floor, no clothing.

	“Hello?” 

	In reply, the fire alarm rang, rattling loudly enough to make Annie jump. She rushed forward in a slight panic. Her feet smacked on the tiles that led into the benched area, out of the showers. All of her clothing was gone. Instead, there was a small white t-shirt and a pair of vinyl underwear that looked like bike shorts. Annie picked them up, shaking her head at them. This was all wrong and the bike shorts had a strange puck at the front.

	From behind her, smoke billowed from the showers. The fire now seemed on top of her. What choice did she have? Run out naked or… She quickly donned the outfit as the scentless smoke filled the shower area. The closest doors were at the top of a set of stairs, and she ran in that direction, wet footprints left in her wake. The empty hallways had an ominous feeling. It wasn’t a busy part of the school. Still, where were the other students?

	The tight shorts were slick against her skin and the shirt clung to her on the moisture from the shower. At the top of the stairs, she swung open the door and stepped out, the cool air rushed at her and the twenty or more students out there looked her way. She rushed out, stopping halfway between the school and the students standing in line. The underwear began to buzz. That puck shape was gone. In its place was a quickly inflating tube…a phallus. 

	The alarm continued its cry.

	Like a blooming black cucumber. It was growing massive.

	Laughter roared from the small crowd. 

	Frantic, Annie looked out at the too happy faces. 

	“Jesus, look at that hog!” a boy shouted.

	Close to a foot, thick faux veins wound from the shorts down to the bulbous mushroom tip. The statuesque terror held her for only seconds. Horrible embarrassment dissolved its hold. She ran past the laughter and cat calls, out into the street, uncertain of where to go. 

	The unmarked cop car she’d noticed earlier was back, and Annie yelled out, “Mr. Sedgewick!” He hit the breaks, turning in his seat. As she ran, the cock swung back and forth in front of her like a scythe in a Mennonite’s field. She slapped her palms against his window. “Mr. Sedgewick, can you take me home?” Tears rolled down her wet face.

	The detective moved aside the computer and the papers strewn about the front seat, dropping most of it onto the backseat. He looked at her and swallowed. “Who did this?” he whispered.

	Annie tried to rip the phallus from her underwear as they rolled. Eventually, the thing lost its stamina and deflated, letting it droop like an elephant trunk. Annie gave up tugging at it and looked out the window. She’d never been so embarrassed.

	“Who did this?” he said again, eyes hard on the road.

	Annie said nothing as she grasped the apple, thinking mommy, mommy, mommy. They rolled for six minutes, the CB on the dash squawking requests for assistance, check-ups, and once for the strong arm of the law. Roland pulled into the vacant driveway of the Temple home. Annie shot out of the car and sprinted around the side. By the backdoor, there was a painted plaster sun hanging against the brick, it was made to appear a solid heavy form, but there was a water-resistant cubby in the back with a magnet. Annie retrieved the key and went through the garage. 

	Before she’d finished dressing, Roland knocked on the door via the garage. Annie heard it and screamed into her pillow, “Go away!”

	Roland opened the door. “Annie Pilgrim, can we talk?”

	“Go away!”

	He followed her voice, shoes on in the house. Julia would deeply disapprove. “I will. First, I’d like to know who did this to you.”

	Annie huffed into the pillow. “It was Rain Miller. She spilled yogurt all over me and then made me take a shower.”

	“Anything else?”  

	“No, Rain is mad at me and did it. I think she even lit the school on fire. There was smoke in the shower.”

	Roland looked around the uncluttered bedroom. “Why is Rain Miller mad at you?”

	“I screwed up our English play.” Annie’s temper faltered and she began to sob.

	 

	fifty-six

	Annie had collected herself and was in her garden, feeling the soil and trying to clear her mind enough to focus on the world around her.

	A car pulled in and out of the lane, and in less than a minute, Duncan was rushing across the yard toward her. “What’s this about you growing a dick?” he said, a smile in his words. 

	Whatever he’d heard, it didn’t include how embarrassed she was or how she felt about it now. She said nothing, keeping her head down and gaze focused. 

	Duncan waited. He cleared his throat. “Uh, tell me what happened.”

	Annie whispered words so low that Duncan didn’t catch it.

	“Annie?”

	“Go away! Leave me alone!” Annie screeched, wailing the words. She threw a small weed sprout with long stringy tails at Duncan.

	He didn’t flinch and stepped forward. With his arms wide, Duncan leaned down toward his half-sister. His face pressed against her neck. 

	“Leave me alone!” Annie flailed and shook.

	He increased his grip. “Annie—” A tight fist caught on his thigh near his testicles, and he backed off. “Okay,” he whispered. He stood behind her no more than a minute before retreating into the house.

	Annie was impossibly alone. She missed Bonny and everything it represented. This would never happen where she’d lived, and if it had, her mother would’ve known how to soothe her. 

	“Mommy?” she said holding the apple in a dirty hand.

	An hour later, another vehicle pulled into the driveway and the engine quieted. It was Julia. She didn’t come out as Duncan had, not right away. Surely Duncan was filling her in. Yet another vehicle arrived. Austen went inside and then came out. 

	“Annie, are you okay?” he said.

	“We’re worried,” Julia said.

	A shudder played through Annie and her chin began to quiver again. She said nothing.

	“Do you want to talk about what happened?” Austen said.

	Annie shook her head. Austen dropped down into the grass behind her and rubbed her back. His hand was big, but the weight didn’t match the size. It was something like a spider walking over her. No matter how she jerked from his touch, he didn’t relent and scooted closer. Arm around her shoulders, he pulled her tight to him. Her limp frame obeyed. The apple dangled above his chest, he put his fingers on it. Julia did not crouch—she was in a beige pantsuit.

	“I’ve been meaning to ask—” 

	“Don’t touch that!” Annie shouted and straightened, snatching the apple away.

	“Calm down. It can’t be that bad,” Julia said, her tone oozing annoyance.

	Annie breathed deeply through her nose, regulating herself.

	“All right, when you’re ready and you want to talk, we’ll be in the house,” Austen said.

	“No. Supper will be ready in two minutes,” Julia said. Her footfalls were already moving toward the back porch.

	“Guess you’ve got to come,” Austen said as he rose. “Don’t make me drag you.”

	 Annie huffed and got to her feet, swinging her elbow away from Austen’s reaching hand. She wished she’d gone into a foster home. At least foster parents didn’t even pretend to care enough to hug. 

	“We want to help,” Julia said as Annie carved into her dry chicken breast. 

	She wasn’t hungry but didn’t want to hear about how skinny she was from Julia. “Don’t,” Annie said.

	“Come on, please?” Austen said.

	“The cops are already getting Rain in trouble,” Annie said.

	Forks and knives stilled over dinner servings. They stared at Annie and Annie stared at her plate. With her fork, she stabbed bits of crusty baked potato. The collective Temple gaze was that of a pack of predators approaching a meal. They were famished for gossip and would eat her alive given the chance, just like everyone else.

	Finally, Julia spoke. “Will this affect the assault case?”

	Austen’s eyes widened. “Jesus, trouble’s following us everywhere,” he said and got up to retrieve his cellphone from the counter. While he talked to the lawyer, Julia and Duncan listened. Annie finished her plate and bussed it. She stepped toward the door for her jacket and shoes. 

	“Annie, you have to get your history marks up,” Julia said, absently.

	There was nothing to argue. She didn’t have her books, didn’t care about her marks, was never going back. She stomped off to her bedroom and slammed the door. Pine City was rotten. The Temples were rotten, none of them understood her. They didn’t even care to. They wanted to mold her into something she wasn’t. She grasped the apple around her throat and whispered to her mother. Begging.

	A knock at the door. 

	“Hey, Annie.” It was Duncan.

	“Leave me alone, please?” She was crying again.

	“I will. Did the thing at school have anything to do with Bristol? The lawyer wants to know.”

	The question was unexpected. “Bristol was at school today,” Annie said.

	“She was?” Duncan’s voice rose in surprise. “Was she in on the…prank?”

	“How do I know!” Annie flipped from her back to her belly and buried a scream in her pillow.

	“Okay.”

	Voices played down the hall. She wanted none of it, to hear not a syllable. She reached over and hit play on her tape deck. The play button clicked back out and she flipped the tape. Voice buried by Bjork, she whispered, “Mommy, Mommy, Mommy,” begging, clinging to the apple. She couldn’t live like this, she’d rather die.

	 

	fifty-seven

	At the school, letting his temper breathe, Roland leaned over a cowering Rain Miller and demanded to hear everything. Either the girl was an incredible actor, or she really didn’t know the entire outcome. She’d thought the joke was in spilling yogurt and giving Annie an ugly shirt to wear. Roland then mentioned suspension and Rain rolled. 

	“Renee Fritz skipped third and forth periods,” said one of the office women. “She’s always around Stacy Kirby and Sadi Graves. Thick as thieves.”

	“Have them called down,” Roland said.

	He questioned Sadi first as she’d arrived first. She’d only vaguely heard about it and had gotten mad that Renee was in on it and hadn’t told her the whole story. Stacy was even dumber on the subject. Between the two of them, they only knew about pilfering a key and watering down a huge tub of yogurt.

	“Repeat all this to your principal.”

	In the locker room, Roland located empty dry ice bags, the source of the smoke. The thing took a plan and the kind of girl that did something like this, with all these steps, wasn’t right in the head.

	Back at the station, he called around, caught Renee Fritz at home just before supper. It wasn’t much of anything yet and he asked if she wanted to take all the blame. There would be charges. She’d probably lose the school year and that meant no university next year. 

	Sobbing, Renee said, “It was Bristol! She does everything. She buys us things and threatens to say we stole them. She gets us drunk and records us. If we don’t do what she says…” she trailed.

	“What?”

	Renee took an audibly deep breath. “I don’t know.”

	Bristol Walcott was about as sticky of a subject as it got. Rather than going to the source of the trouble, Roland stopped off by the chief’s home—he typically left work around 4:00 PM. 

	“That fucking girl again,” he said. “Look, not a word until you have everything there, even then, it’s almost certainly not worth the trouble. Go talk to the girl’s parents, the Temple girl, if you need to.”

	“She’s a Pilgrim,” Roland said, rubbing his forehead.

	 

	fifty-eight

	Annie awoke face down on her bed. Her music had stopped. Duncan’s music came to her low through a wall. On the opposite side, Annie heard Julia and Austen talking, without making out what they were saying. The apple rolled between Annie’s fingers as she scooched closer to the wall.

	“I don’t want to talk about it anymore. We’ll worry about one thing at a time as far as the police go. It was a prank and it was embarrassing. High school is often embarrassing, it happens,” Julia said. 

	Austen didn’t respond, seconds passed.

	“Oh, Mae Chow called me today. Remember, we signed up to help with the homecoming.”

	“Ah, shit, when’s that?”

	“Next Friday.”

	Annie stopped listening. They didn’t care about her, not really. None of them did and she was alone. 

	“Mom, are you there?” 

	No answer.

	“I didn’t mean to let you go. They changed me.” 

	Annie got out of bed, clutching the apple. She flicked on the light. The apple dangled like a pendulum while she dug in her closet. Her boots and her cigarettes, they were there right where she’d left them. She crept from her room and through the garage door and out to her garden. She stepped over the gate to crouch with her sprouts and lit a cigarette.

	“I’m still me and I still need you. Please.” 

	She turned her face to the night sky, thinking of her mother, thinking of the flying thing. She inhaled deeply, as if to prove herself. Minutes passed. She stubbed out her cigarette, face wet with tears, and returned to the house.

	“—smoking again.” Austen’s whispered voice played through his wall as Annie stepped into her room.

	“Dammit. She’s stubborn as hell. I don’t understand why she refuses to be like other kids,” Julia said.

	“Other kids smoke. That’s when people start smoking,” Austen said.

	“Not nowadays!”

	“Okay…she’s not like other kids.”

	“I think her mother did a number on her. Smoking and all that stuff about money and wasting time with school, ugh. The woman must’ve been a real piece of work.”

	“She was different…not that I got to know her.”

	“No, she was a slut.”

	Annie put her pillow over her head and sobbed into the mattress.

	 

	 

	forty-nine

	Bryan Lily had never been on a date. He had never touched a breast. He had never kissed a girl. He had never ejaculated in the presence of another human being. This did not make him a desperate idiot. He was smart enough to see his value. 

	This so-called date that occurred mostly in a car cured him of many I nevers. Still, he did not let it cloud his judgement. Bristol Walcott was rich and hot, and she wanted something from him—unless she’d taken a sudden interest in Halo or popping a sea of back acne. 

	They’d gone to a show, then for food, and now sat in a shadowy corner of the Dragon Burger parking lot, his pants open, her mouth on his member. 

	“I need you to do something for me,” she said, pausing from the blowjob.

	“Oh?” he said, trying not to moan it out.

	He reached over and copped a feel of her breast. She stiffened at his touch, momentarily, but long enough. He was a dork, sure, but he was no dummy.

	“You want to do something for me, right?”

	“Maybe,” he said.

	She worked quickly then, got her hands into it. The entire act took about ninety seconds. She spat his lode into the greasy takeout bag from supper.

	“That was fun,” he said. “Now, how about you tell me what you want.” He zipped his softening penis away.

	“I need you to put together a video and I need it to be funny, with music and stuff.”

	He laughed. “You can pay somebody to do that, like, with money.”

	“I need it to be a secret and I need it done quickly.”

	Bryan sighed. “It’s not kiddie porn or something, right?”

	“Not really. No. So you’ll do it? I have the video on a flash stick.” Bristol rifled through a massive Coach bag.

	“If it’s nothing too bad then I’ll do it, but I’m going to need at least one more blowjob.”

	Bristol stopped going through her purse. “Or I can have someone kill you if you don’t.”

	He laughed, nervously.

	“Think I’m kidding?”

	“Not likely, you’re insane. Really though, do you think I came unprepared? I’ve had my phone emailing every ten seconds of our conversation to my inbox as we speak. Everything lands in a shared Dropbox. It won’t take long before my friends open the files. Unless I tell them not to, of course.”

	Bristol sat, sneering. “You fucking geek.” 

	Bryan smiled. It was weak and fake. “You already did it once.”

	“Fine! But I need it by Thursday, and I need you to put it up with your thing at the homecoming.”

	Bryan relaxed some. “Ah, that’s why me”

	She stuck her tongue out at him.

	“Fine, deal,” he said.

	At home, before he looked at what was on the drive, he made a video diary entry. He hadn’t been recording all along, though he should’ve been. Bristol Walcott was totally messed in the head.

	 

	fifty

	Small talk at breakfast was painful, forced, and awkward. Annie replied in primarily monosyllables. 

	“I smell you’re smoking again,” Julia said.

	Annie shrugged and took the final bite of her breakfast toast. She rose from the table to bus her dish.

	“It’s terrible for you, and expensive. Think of what you could buy with all the money you’ve wasted on cigarettes…and why are you wearing those old things?” Julia said.

	Annie said nothing, hurrying off to her room for her school things. 

	“Cammie’s here!” Duncan said. 

	Annie brushed by with her head down, avoiding any unwanted comments from Julia while she was telling her son to have a nice day. 

	At school, people would be talking. 

	She clenched her teeth and gripped the apple as she walked. “Mom, please?” 

	A car rolled by, slowly, the window down. “You got a nice cock!” 

	She buried her face in the collar of her jacket. The world wasn’t fair, she understood this, but why did it go to such lengths to pick on her? A moan escaped her lips, she needed a single word from her mother, just to hear that voice again.

	“Where’s your dick?” 

	She lit a cigarette two blocks from the school. They were stale, and yet tasted very, very right. It was like visiting a happy place, one gone but not forgotten. To hell with Julia.

	She stepped onto the sidewalk by the school. Two boys, ninth graders, shared a cigarette by a bench. 

	“Hey! It’s the chick with the giant dong.” 

	“Give me enough to drink and maybe I can look past it, baby.” 

	There was nothing to learn at school, not today. Annie crossed the street and continued on, away from the building. The park was active with fit, middle-aged people in Lycra and swishy nylons. They ignored Annie and Annie ignored them. The fox path presented itself as an option. It had been too long since she sought signs beyond her garden.

	She stalled near the den and waited in her well-practiced crouch. She lit another cigarette and thought of her mother. The farm in Bonny was forever ago. Her mother once explained, when Annie was only little, that forever belonged to those that counted. Annie didn’t know what her mother meant and when she asked, her mother had said, ‘I’ll tell you when you’re older.’

	“I’m older now, Mom.”

	Eyes snapped tight, Annie fought the din of the natural world to hear an answer. Nothing came. She rubbed the apple against her chest, over her heart, begging inside for a sign that her mother was still with her.

	“You promised,” Annie whispered. She inhaled deeply, fighting off fresh tears.

	 

	fifty-one

	He couldn’t get her out of his head, she’d become like a deer fly, buzzing around him, stopping in for little nibbles from his scalp every now and then. Roland opened a notepad, the one he’d used the first time he spoke with Annie Pilgrim. The Yellow Pages online gave him the telephone number for the Bonny PD. Calling almost seemed nosey, her tether to the open case was circumstantial.

	A woman answered and he asked if anyone there might know about Annie Pilgrim. The woman did not hesitate. “I’ll patch you through to Walker Rhodes.”

	The line clicked and was almost instantly reopened.

	“Rhodes, here.”

	“This is Detective Roland Sedgewick, up in Pine City, Ontario…Canada. I need some information about Annie Pilgrim. If you have any.”

	“The girl? Loner, teen, orphan?” 

	“Yes, sir, fifteen or sixteen. I don’t have her D-O-B. I know she’s around there.”

	“Uh-huh, her mother died and we shipped her up north. Some kind of problem with her up there?”

	Roland paused a moment. “Yes and no. We’ve had a couple bizarre murders and both times Annie’s name came up. She’s not a suspect but I’m looking for any connective tissue, get me? I’d like a feel for how things were over in your neck of the woods. In regards to Annie, I mean.”

	“Right, huh. I don’t know what to tell ya. She and her mother kept to themselves on a small farm. Nature types, I think. Some folks here thought Ellen Pilgrim was a witch. So, they weren’t exactly popular, but they never harmed anybody. You know, I spoke to someone up there about the Temple family. It’s not that man or his boy getting up to things?”

	“No, I’d say that’s quite unlikely. Anything you can remember out of place? The whole scene is…funny.”

	Walker quieted for a three count. “Funny, yeah, I’d say. Means nothing, likely, but funny. When I went out to inform of Ellen Pilgrim’s passing, I found a huge mound of black butterflies, or moths—now, maybe they were dark blue or grey or purple. It was quite a thing. Then all at once, the damned things took flight and there was Annie Pilgrim at the bottom of the pile, like a whistle had blown on a rugby scrum. Her eardrums had burst and her sinus was bleeding. The doctor didn’t have any idea what was what, but he said she could go.”

	“Really?”

	“Shit you not. Damned things were as big as robins, some even bigger than that. Doctor said something about pressure. Those two elements don’t link up. But if they weren’t connected, I don’t know what could’ve happened.”

	“Hmm. So what are you saying?”

	“Not a goddamn thing. You asked for funny and I gave you funny.”

	Roland’s mind did some simple math. Bugs, it’s all about bugs…but what kind of bug could…? He rubbed his eyes with his free hand. That was one hell of a stretch. “So, these butterflies landed on her after she’d fallen—”

	“Uh-uh. No. She was out of it but crouching.”

	Roland shook his head. This story was too fantastical. “What did she say about it?”

	“She don’t remember it.”

	“This makes zero sense,” Roland said.

	“One time, I watched a doc’ about South American tribes. This one tribe had an idea that moths and butterflies carried spirits. The big ones anyway. If I ever told my mother this story, she’d say that’s what it was; the dead woman’s ghost come to say goodbye.”

	“Believe that?”

	Walker snorted a humorless laugh. “No. Circumstantial, but I also try not to think about it. Say, this about the Sucker Puncher?”

	“I suppose it is.”

	“I don’t envy you that case. Down here, somebody’s killed, they’re shot. Easy peasy Japanesy.” 

	Rhodes looked at the clock on the corner of his monitor. This call had gone on about long enough—more goddamned circumstantial elements. “Anything else about the girl?”

	“Nothing worth noting. She doing okay?”

	Roland said she was doing fine, offered a thanks and a goodbye, and hung up. He dropped his head to his desk and gazed at the white wall across the room. 

	“Annie. Annie. Annie,” he said.

	 

	fifty-two

	Duncan waited until Annie finished clearing away the dishes and stepped outside before he spoke to his parents about school. Things had not gone well. He didn’t let on that Annie had skipped, instead he presented the situation from a fly on the wall perspective. Everyone, everyone was talking about it. It’s all anyone seemed to care about.

	“It’ll blow over,” Julia said, flippant.

	Austen looked at her. “That sounds pretty tough. Maybe she should stay home for a little while.” 

	Duncan nodded, leading a horse to the trough, then having him drink. “That’s what I thought. It might blow over if she isn’t—”

	“No, she’ll fail everything! She can’t miss a single class. I don’t care that she says she’s fine with just a college pass in math. She’ll never get into university with college marks on her transcript,” Julia said, finally interested. “I won’t let her ruin her chances because she’s embarrassed and lazy. High school sucks for lots of people, she’s not even trying to fit in. No wonder someone played a prank on her.”

	“Jesus, Mom.”

	“What?” 

	“Stop and think a second…on top of everything else, her mother only died a couple months ago. And the way that cop down in Bonny said it, they weren’t exactly popular—” Austen said, and was cut off. 

	“Here isn’t there!” Julia said. “Some girls get picked on, that’s a fact of life.”

	“Why are you so worried about what she does? She’s not interested in college,” Duncan said.

	Julia pointed a finger, roving between the boys of the house. “If she’s going to live under this roof, she’s going to work!” Julia got up and loaded the remainder of the dishes into the washer. She looked out the back window, “And she’s still smoking! She’d quit!”

	Duncan leaned over to his dad and whispered, “Watch out for the phone. Annie skipped all day.”

	Austen offered a tight nod in response.

	 

	fifty-three

	The final deck in her cigarette pack held only three more sticks. She pulled one free and lit it. She closed her eyes and turned her face to the starry sky. “Mom, you promised me.” She’d run out of tears sometime after the noon hour. Now, she sulked in a dry agony. 

	A face arose. The memory was like a photograph, flat and lifeless, voiceless. The image prompted no relief. Ellen Pilgrim’s voice was lost.

	“I need you. I need you now.”

	Annie inhaled and blew out smoke. The streetlights didn’t reach her corner of the yard and she gazed at the light across the construction lot. She tried to imagine the flier swooping and gliding, attracted to the glow like a moth. 

	Finished her smoke, she squeezed off the ember, pocketed the filter, and rose to her feet. The garage door opened. 

	“Annie?” Austen said.

	Annie didn’t answer, instead, she walked past him, suddenly ravenous. On her way to her bedroom, she took a sleeve of soda crackers from the cupboard. The bedrooms on either side of hers were quiet, blissfully so. After half of the sleeve, Annie rolled over and put her face to the pillow, conjuring memories of Ellen. 

	She blinked awake after what felt only seconds, though the quality of light out her bedroom window was different. Strange visions had assaulted Annie’s dreamscape. Scenes about running in the night. She’d awoken starving. Blindly, she groped for the lamp switch, found it, and discovered and empty cracker sleeve. Her guts grumbled fresh demands. 

	The cracker mystery fell away when she saw the crusted blood trail running up her arm. The house was quiet. Nobody up yet, she flung back her covers. Boots were on her feet. Julia would have a fit if she saw Annie now. Holding her arm out as if injured, Annie raced to the washroom in her nightshirt, rubber boots, and her old jean jacket on only one shoulder. 

	The cut was short but deep, almost as if she had been stabbed. It didn’t hurt, didn’t bother nearly as much as the burbling in her belly. After a quick shower, Annie put away her boots and stepped to the closet to hang up her jacket. Somebody was in the washroom now, the shower running. Feet prattled downstairs toward the small closet toilet in the basement. It was almost as if she was losing time or catching brief naps while walking without notice.

	“Good morning,” said a voice from behind her. Austen.

	She dropped her jacket. “Morning.” The word came out automatically, for she was too shocked and curious to think. A flattened cigarette pack and two fresh ones were on the floor, having fallen out of a jacket pocket.

	“What’re you doing?” Austen asked. 

	“Um…looking for my cellphone. Must’ve left it in my locker,” Annie said picking up her jacket and sliding the packs back into a pocket.

	“Won’t do much good there.” Austen made for the coffeemaker. “Julia and I will be gone most nights next week; you think you can manage feeding Duncan supper sometimes? He’ll eat pizza every day if it’s left up to him.”

	Annie stepped away from the closet. What in the hell was going on?

	“Okay,” she said.

	 

	fifty-four

	Roland arrived at the station to find Officer Chandler Prescott waiting outside his office. 

	“Finally,” Chandler said, playfully. 

	Roland looked at his watch. He was two minutes early. “What is it that you need?”

	Chandler waggled his eyebrows. “There was a break-in at that same gas bar where that high school kid bit it.” 

	“So?” Roland lowered himself behind his desk and flipped back the flimsy plastic lid on his Tim Horton’s cup.

	“Window broken, likely a rock. Though I didn’t find the rock. There is blood from where the perp’ reached in and turned the lock.”

	“No alarm?”

	“No, phony cameras, too. Remember?”

	“Right. So?” Roland took a sip of coffee.

	“I’m getting there. I’m at the gas station and I hear a man yelling and a woman screaming. So, I take a jog. It’s coming from those apartments that butt up to the back of the businesses over there. I follow the sounds, go back through the alleyway, come up to the man and woman.” Chandler handed over his cellphone. “Look at this.”

	“Swear to god, if you show me a set of tits or someone’s dick, I’ll kick your ass.” Roland accepted the phone. On the screen was a dead dog. Violently so. There was no blood. Roland snapped his fingers. “USB.” 

	Chandler was prepared and pulled the cord from his back pocket. “Thought you’d be interested.”

	A runt Labrador mixed with something fuzzier. Golden with grey patches. Pretty ugly. 

	“The man said they leave the dog out overnight to scare away prowlers. They had a break-in last month and somebody stole all the electronics in the house.”

	“Related?”

	“No, I call bullshit on a break-in. These people have possession with intent charges, just weed, but still.” 

	“Is that so?” Roland said, hardly listening.

	Exploring the contents on file, he scrolled to the bottom of the folder. The thumbnails showed a variety of subjects. None of them was obscene. A surprise. A large photo of the dog appeared on the screen. There were several holes along the abdomen, smaller than the others, and yet, similar.

	“That dog, you—”

	“Got it. And the blood’s already off to Toronto. The woman said that she’ll know sex later today. The rest will take weeks and unless there’s a sample in the database, we’ve got nothing to go on, she wasn’t so hopeful.”

	“What about prints?”

	“Not much, one smudge in blood, some prints behind the till, so hopefully there’s someone on file. The gas shack has about ten-thousand new sets a week past the till. So says the manager.”

	Roland began nodding. This was progress. “Good job. I’m surprised you had it in you.”

	“Fuck off.” Prescott grinned widely.

	Roland rubbed his hands together. “Where’s the dog now?”

	“Out back, in a cooler with some ice.”

	Roland stood. “Where?”

	“Uh, by the backdoor. I left it in the shadow, so it won’t get too warm. I bagged the dog and left the ice in bags too, just in case.”

	“You’re waiting for people to come in with prints?” Roland retrieved his cellphone from his pocket.

	“Yeah huh.”

	“Who else is here?” Roland asked Prescott and then focused on the phone. “Hey, Dr. Gates? It’s Detective Sedgewick from over in—Yeah, I couldn’t stay away. I have a dog for you. What? No, a dog with holes in it. I’m going to send somebody along with it. I’d say it’s quite similar, only smaller. Thanks.” Roland hung up.

	Chandler was looking at his hands.

	“Prescott, you’re my number two on this. I want you to arrange transport of the dog.” Sedgewick stopped mid-sentence and copied information from his cellphone onto a scrap of paper from his desk. “To here, and I need it there like now.”

	“Aye aye, boss.”

	“Get one of these asses to take it.” Roland waved a hand over several young men wearing scowls. Half the station was grounded pending further investigation after the steroid string.

	“I resent that,” said a skinny young officer. Very recently he’d grown adolescent breasts and acne covered his forehead.

	“I resent that you aren’t in prison,” Roland said. “Get any of them to take the cooler except for that one. He’s scrubbing toilets. It’s good work for building muscle. Wax on, wax off, piss on, piss off.”

	 

	fifty-five

	Annie took a road out of town, her sack lunch squeezed against the handlebars and a bottle of water in the holder between her legs. There were a few farms in close proximity, and the underused exit northbound had fresh and clean asphalt. In a field, cattle grazed beneath a tall maple tree. She leaned her bicycle against the wire fence and then climbed over. The cows watched her with intense interest until her presence was commonplace. From under the tree, she watched them. The fat, spread-eyed beasts made her miss the livestock at the Bonny farm more than she had in weeks. It was strange and she did not have an explanation for it. She sensed the connection with her mother strengthening, as if the destroyed bridge found willing psychic architects of restoration. Forever only matters to those keeping count: her mother’s words, and Annie understood this a little more now. 

	A cigarette brought warmth to her tongue and made her chest come alive with chemical reaction. The feeling was good. The feeling was home. 

	From a long distance, she heard the engine of a piece of machinery. A man on a tractor moved a big round bale from the barn to a feeder in the yard. The cows in the field chased after the meal. 

	Hungry herself, she ate her sandwich, and when that wasn’t enough, munched down her apple. Still, it wasn’t sufficient. She ate the granola bar she’d planned to save for later.

	“Hey, you there! This is private property!” a man shouted.

	Annie pivoted her shoulder against the tree and looked back at the man. He was in his fifties, she guessed, his hair still mostly dark. His obviously once firm muscular frame was now softened, though leathery.

	“Oh, you’re a girl.”

	Annie’s belly grumbled at her. Stuffing her trash into her paper lunch bag, then stuffing that into her pocket, she rose and said, “Sorry, I was looking at the cows.”

	“You should be in school. Are you out here alone?”

	She nodded. “I have my bike.”

	“Now, I’d bet you’re skipping, and your folks’ll be worried. Come on, let’s go call them.”

	Massive and battered, his hands were rough on her arm and neck. He walked her up to the house and she let him. Horrified scenarios poured forth ranging from how angry Julia was going to be to the kind of violence specific to men with power over girls.

	Her mouth opened, but no words came. Instead, something slipped through her bloodstream. A notion from deep within mollified her body and eased the situation even as her brain raced. The inside of the house was a mess. There were dirty plates with moldy bits of food and fruit flies moving in swarms. 

	“My wife died last year. She did all the cleaning. Now I can hardly even feed myself. You get to rely on a person, you know?”

	 Annie nodded.

	“Say, I’ll make you a deal. I won’t call your folks if you do all the woman’s work around here, what do you think?”

	Annie shrugged. She wanted to run away. Down in the deep, that warm feeling demanded she stay, play along for a time. She picked up a dirty plate as she walked toward the kitchen. From a cupboard, the man pulled out a trash bag.

	“If it’s all right, I’ll watch you. Got kind of used to watching my wife over the years. I miss her so much.”

	Annie stiffened. “You’re not going to try and fuck me, are you?”

	“I hadn’t planned on it, no. Do my dishes and a couple loads of laundry.”

	“Okay.” 

	She resumed. Garbage first, then the dishes, and eventually the laundry. With her hands in the soapy water, she sensed the farmer staring at her and heard him stifle a sob. 

	“Oh, Nance, I miss you so much.” He rose. 

	His scent flitted into Annie’s nose, unclean, manure, sourness. She imagined feeling his breath and hands on her as she’d come to expect a certain treatment from the men she encountered in Pine City. Then his breath was hot against her neck and ear. Hands wrapped around her in a hug. Fingers groped at her, not especially troublesome in a sexual manner and yet unwanted. Annie pressed her chin down on the apple.

	“Mom?” she whispered.

	A blinding light flashed, and she no longer had her hands in the soapy water. She stood outside at the clothesline, hanging the man’s soaked and stained pants. He was no longer watching her. Annie finished dumping her scrub bucket, one she did not recall filling, and headed back out to the field toward her bike. It was after 2:00 PM and for the first time in a few days, she was not hungry. In fact, she felt utterly satisfied.

	 

	fifty-six

	Dr. Gates noted that whoever killed the dog—if it had indeed been the same individual as the earlier incidents—changed the routine with urine. A quick test told her that it was either a man or a testosterone-heavy woman. And just what did the urine mean?

	“Almost like a wrestler,” she’d explained to Roland over the phone. “But those holes, they’re identical.”

	“So, it isn’t Annie,” he said after hanging up with the doctor. Throughout the day the little bell in the back of his head jingled louder the more he pieced things together. “Somebody with Annie, or near Annie, though.” He leaned back from his desk with his hands behind his head.

	He couldn’t let this go. He lowered to all feet of his chair and reached for his phone to call the school about Annie Pilgrim.

	“It appears she’s ill or skipping. From what I’ve heard, skipping isn’t the worst thing she could do this week,” said the woman who’d answered the phone.

	Not a shocker, he didn’t blame Annie any. That of course, left him adrift.

	 

	fifty-seven

	Duncan and Cammie joined Annie in the backyard after school.

	“How you doing?” Duncan said.

	Annie shrugged.

	“That Rain girl came up to me. She said she didn’t know about anything after the yogurt and that she wanted to apologize and begged that you didn’t get her suspended or charged,” Cammie said.

	“Makes sense. How else would that stupid little girl get in with Renee?” Duncan said.

	Annie remained silent, sitting on the tops of her boots where she squatted. An engine approached, and Julia pulled in the driveway.

	“Better go talk to Mama Bear,” Duncan said.

	Cammie followed him.

	“Hey, Julia,” Cammie said as they entered the house.

	“What’s Annie doing out there? No way she doesn’t have homework again. Are you done your work, Dunc?”

	“I jumped ahead, now everybody has to catch up to me…even the teacher.” Duncan’s chest was puffed, sly expression in his eyes and on his lips.

	Julia nodded, solemn. “How about you, Cammie?”

	Cammie laughed a single bark. “I need to maintain a sixty in most of my classes and a ninety in art. I’m golden.”

	“That’s not a great attitude, what if art doesn’t work out?”

	“What’s not to work out? Duncan makes the money and I paint the neighborhood,” Cammie said. “And if Duncan gives me the boot, I’ll go live on Annie’s farm.”

	Julia rolled her eyes. She swung open the back deck door. “Annie, don’t you have—I wish you wouldn’t smoke. I thought you gave that up? Don’t you have homework? You know the rules.” She then stepped back inside.

	Cammie frowned at her. Duncan had accepted this; he had also accepted that Annie wasn’t in a place to play ball with his mother’s demands. Not really. Annie would fake it and his only duty was to catch the phone when the school rang about her attendance. 

	Annie came in, leaving her boots by the garage door, before stomping to her bedroom. Julia opened her mouth to say something.

	“Mom, give her a break, huh?” Duncan said, low.

	Julia huffed and stepped to the fridge to begin supper. Austen came home a little after 5:00 PM and he and Duncan both raced to answer a suddenly ringing telephone. Duncan won the race and leaned against the wall.

	“Who is it?” Cammie said from the couch, cellphone in her hands.

	Duncan looked at his father. “It’s Rand. Hey, man?”

	Austen nodded slowly.

	“A student in your household…” 

	“Who is it?” Julia said, apron donned, hands dirty with Shake ‘n Bake crumbs.

	Duncan listened to the voice. “Rand. Yeah, sure. You can borrow them, but it’ll cost ya.”

	Julia accepted this and stepped off. 

	Duncan hung up the phone and Austen whispered, “She skip again?”

	It was Duncan’s turn to nod.

	“I know I would, too,” Cammie said.

	After supper, Cammie went home and Annie went outside. Julia was giving the rundown of an email she’d received concerning their part in the Homecoming preparations when the telephone rang again. Austen pushed from the table to answer.

	“Hello?”

	“Hi, is Annie around?”

	“Annie?” Austen said. “May I ask who’s speaking?”

	Both Julia and Duncan scrunched their faces.

	“It’s Roland Sedgewick. I need to ask some follow up—”

	“No. I’m sorry. It’s not a good time. None of us will be speaking to a police officer without a lawyer present,” Austen said.

	“Is it that detective again?” Julia said.

	Austen leaned, as if to put the receiver closer to the base, to end this unwanted conversation.

	“It’s important,” Roland said.

	“Sorry. Bye.” Austen hung up.

	Julia’s eyebrows were as high as they went and Duncan said, “Was it the cop again?”

	 

	fifty-eight

	Again, Annie awoke with her boots and jacket on. She couldn’t think about it. Her guts roiled, gnashing at the walls of her stomach, ravenous for sustenance. She nearly doubled over on her first step from bed. 

	She hurried out to the door to lose her coat and boots, passing the washroom and the running shower within. On the way back, she swung open the cupboard and grabbed for the heaviest option she could think of. She filled a bowl with minute oatmeal and water, and stuck it in the microwave. It went down in seconds, so hot she burned her gums and the roof of her mouth. She would’ve fixed another bowl, but Julia came out of the shower in her robe, drying her hair with a towel.

	“Never should’ve volunteered for…” Julia trailed off. “Morning.” 

	Austen stepped out in bare feet, mouth stretched in a lengthy yawn. “How are my girls this morning?”

	“Fine,” Annie said, a burp hot on the heels of the word.

	Austen grinned, he then looked to Julia. Both had similar schedules: work, leave early, rush to help setup Homecoming at the converted Howie Sidorkiewicz arena complex, and then come home to a brief evening. The ice long gone, the smooth flat surface acted as a dance pad, market floor, rodeo grounds, and space for dog show ring. 

	Duncan was in the washroom by the time Annie bussed her bowl and microwave cover to the dishwasher. The shower hadn’t yet begun another round. 

	“Annie, you want a ride to school?” Julia said.

	Austen studied the girl’s face as he stood over the toaster. Annie shook her head as she walked toward her room.

	“That girl,” Julia said and then shouted, “Is Cammie coming or do you need a ride?”

	“Cammie’s coming!” Duncan said from behind a door.

	The shower began before Annie reached her bedroom. She dressed quickly. Her stomach was upset, feeling sickly sour again. She needed the soothing sensation of a cigarette. In the kitchen, she poured a cup of coffee and then went out to the backyard in her rubber boots and jean jacket. She could feel Julia’s judgemental eyes on her and didn’t dare turn to look at the house. 

	Warm out there, she tilted her face to the sun and closed her eyes. Cigarette between her lips, she set down her coffee mug on the garden fence and looked at the space mostly her own. There was a modicum of peace available here and she clutched it tightly.

	In the garage, a door thumped, and Annie waited for Julia to stomp out and give her shit for smoking. Annie waited, inwardly flinching. Julia didn’t come and a second door slammed. An engine started and then another door, and finally the second engine. Julia and Austen were gone and Annie exhaled. As she finished her coffee, Cammie pulled into the driveway and honked. A door whooshed and Duncan popped his head out to peer onto the backyard. 

	“You going to school today?”

	Standing halfway across the back lawn, Annie shook her head.

	“All right, lock up. Make sure to listen for the phone.” Duncan rushed away after Cammie honked again.

	Alone, completely alone, inside and outside. A grin rose to her lips. Something had changed. The loneliness had lost weight, was no longer a burden. Aloneness was suddenly a commodity. She went inside and dressed in the same outfit she wore the day before, changing only her socks and underwear. She put her hair in a ponytail and closed the door behind her. With her pack lunch, Annie headed off to Bounty Park. 

	 

	fifty-nine

	Roland Sedgewick dialed Central and asked if Annie Pilgrim had come today. Again, she hadn’t. He snatched his cellphone from his desk and slipped it into his pocket. Through the bullpen, he saw a dozen heads with faces pointed at computer screens. Chandler Prescott pecked at his keyboard with his two index fingers until he lifted his gaze.

	“Do you need me for anything?” 

	“Not yet, did you get any matches from those prints?”

	“I’m putting the labels on the scans now. I don’t know what the hell’s going on. These goddamn computers are always fucking up. They don’t work right,” Chandler said through clenched teeth as he stabbed at his keyboard.

	Roland guessed it wasn’t the computer. “Keep plugging.” He left off and made it out the door but not to his car before his phone rang. “Yeah?” he said after connecting and lifting the device to his ear.

	“Heya, got some info,” Dr. Gates said. “First off, the hole is the same. Just like we thought, and I mean right down to the same fluid and the same microscopic scaling. And there are fibres like the others. I don’t have a clue exactly what.”

	“Happens.”

	“I wish we had some of those TV geniuses to use, oh, well, this is a fibre from an Alaskan wolverine woodpecker cat, migrated south on the Titanic’s ghost hull sometime between nineteen-fifty and twenty-ninety-nine.”

	Her frustration gave rise to his grin. “What do you have?” Roland opened his car door as he spoke. 

	“Same person put the holes in all three victims. The piss came later. Someone pissed on the dog post-mortem. A man for sure, mega testosterone, not a boy, a man.”

	Roland stopped, those internal wheels spinning. “Strange, that all?”

	“That’s it. I don’t know what to tell you, even Salman’s out of ideas. How’s the noggin?”

	“Not so bad. I have a lump from the stitches. My hair hides it. Is there anything else you’ll look into about the dog?” Roland touched his head with tender fingers.

	“No, you need it back or should I pitch it in the incinerator with all the other dead things?”

	“Uh, hold off a bit on that. Keep it frosty. I’ll have to call the owners of the dog.”

	“Be careful, you’re my only link to the outside world. Kisses.” Dr. Gates made smooching sounds.

	Roland ended the call, couldn’t help but to smile over the odd little doctor. His key got into the ignition but did not turn.

	High testosterone. 

	Piss after the fact. 

	“Cocksucker,” he said and kicked back out of his car.

	He stomped through the bullpen, past his office, the other detectives’ offices, and the chief’s office to the dim closet at the back. It was hot inside, scorching. A hefty man with tight curls sat behind a computer screen—a small blessing to have the IT guy back. He had a vibe, an aura, a Unabomber kind of presence. Also, he carried a dusty, sweaty, sugary scent wherever he went.

	“I need to see the station surveillance of the back parking lot from early yesterday.”

	“Right now?” Simon Samson asked. 

	“Right now.”

	Samson moaned and Roland stepped around the computer. “Thank you.”

	“What times exactly?”

	They peered at the monitor and the time-stamped folders in the explorer. Each included two hours of footage from the camera at the rear of the building.

	“I don’t know, load the eight to ten file.”

	They watched Prescott place the cooler outside after wrestling it out of the trunk of his cruiser. The area had cruisers parked and the cooler was barely on the video, but it was there in a shadow. Samson scrolled forward and nothing changed. He moved onto the next file, men and women moved in and out of the picture. It wasn’t until almost 10:30 AM when an officer opened the cooler lid and the bag within, and then pulled out his penis. 

	“You cunt,” Roland said.

	Simon chuckled.

	“Send a copy of the portion of video with Anderson pissing into the cooler to my email.”

	“What a dumb fuck, huh?” 

	“That’s an insult to dumb fucks everywhere. Thanks for the help.” Roland left the hot closet and wrote a quick report of the entire circumstances—the way he saw them—leading to Officer Ryan Anderson pissing into a cooler containing evidence of an ongoing murder case. He sent the email and stepped to the chief’s office. The door was open. Still, he knocked. 

	“Sent you an email.”

	“You’re one of few that I even dare open an email from. Usually, it’s some babe and I can’t help myself looking at her tits and then I scroll down to take in the whole view. Nine times out of ten she’s got a dick. For some reason these assholes think that’s proper police—” The chief stalled, reading. He then hit play. “God fucking dammit all to fuck!” He slammed his fist on the desk. 

	Stepping aside, Roland let the Chief Robinson charge into the hallway. At first, he paused, not quite sure if he should follow the man, then decided he’d better. What if nothing else fun happened all day?

	 

	sixty

	Duncan was already home when Annie returned. He beamed at her, his pearly white teeth shining between his pale pink lips. Although capable, Julia had informed him that Annie was to cook him a few meals while the Temple parents were out volunteering with the Homecoming stuff.

	“Me big dumb man, eat only take-out,” Duncan said and grunted. 

	This brought a sad smile to Annie. Duncan and Cammie seemed the only pieces left to not yet forget about her. Austen made a show of caring, but the way he spoke of the lawsuit and how it sidelined what had happened to her—not that she wanted attention, but like with gifts, it was the thought that counted—told of a different story. 

	“How about we order out: pizza and wings, then hide the evidence?” Duncan asked. 

	Annie’s gut churned and bubbled. 

	“I guess that’s a yes,” he said, laughing. 

	The morning was fine, but that sour hunger had returned in the afternoon. Now, she was starving.

	Annie fetched a twenty from her bedroom when the delivery man arrived with their order. She didn’t like how wasteful it was to eat takeout, but the idea of pizza and wings made her mouth absolutely drip. She offered the money and Duncan waved it off. 

	“Scott Horton’s having a few people over tonight, you want to come?” Duncan said around a mouthful.

	Annie shook her head as she sucked barbecue sauce from a picked-clean bone.

	“They’re good ones. I’ll make sure it’s fun?”

	He was trying and Annie appreciated the effort, but still, partying was not for her.

	“If you change your mind, you know where I live,” he said and flipped the lid closed on the once three-pound box of wings that they’d reduced to scraps. The large meat-lovers between them was down to two slices. “Think we can do it?”

	Annie burped. 

	“You eat like a linebacker.”

	It took Annie a breath. The position linked with football, and she associated it properly. “You should see me tackle.”

	Duncan roared. They cheersed the final slices as if clinking champagne glasses. Duncan gathered the evidence and headed out to the garage. Annie grabbed her cigarettes and went out to her garden. She sat in the pleasantly warm evening light and watched the birds watch her. A cartoony image came to mind: birds resting on her shoulders and back, more like a rhinoceros’ hornbill than a pirate’s parrot. The garage door wheezed open, and Duncan popped his head out.

	“Sure you don’t want to come?” 

	“I’m sure.”

	“All righty, see you tomorrow. Listen for the phone.”

	Annie kept one ear on the house. She didn’t wait long. At 6:59 PM, she heard it and broke into a sprint. She got there on the fifth ring and listened: “A student in your household, grade ten—” She hung up. 

	The garden called to her, so back out she went. She parked in a crouch as dark started its march over the world. Willing the universe to comply, she closed her eyes and silently prayed, listening.

	Annie, Annie, she heard distantly.

	She gasped.

	Annie?

	“Mom?” 

	“Annie, are you home?” the voice was close and not in her head. She spun around. “I knocked, but nobody answered.” Rain Miller. She carried Annie’s backpack. 

	Anger flared inside Annie, and she bit down, grinding fury.

	“I know you’re mad, but I swear I didn’t know about the rest,” Rain said. She stepped across the lawn with the bag in her hands. “I heard all kinds of things. I only spilled the yogurt. I didn’t even think it was actually spoiled. I’m so sorry.”

	The emotion was real. Annie felt the fury abating.

	“Renee Fritz told me to do it and…she’s so cool and I don’t have many friends. Mostly just you and a couple other smart kids and…” Rain held the bag with outstretched arms, her head tilted downward in supplication.

	The anger melted further. Annie rose, took her bag, and set it on the grass. “Okay,” she said, then lit a cigarette. 

	 “I walked all the way here. Think I can sit with you for a while?”

	Annie shrugged.

	“Can I have one of those?”

	Annie stretched her body and pulled a battered red package from her pocket. Rain never smelled like smoke, not that Annie ever noticed. She handed off the pack and her lighter. 

	Rain lit and hacked. “I never smoked before. It’s not too bad.” The words came out strained and high-pitched, raspy in the tails. 

	They sat silently and, as it did for most of the people Annie had met, it obviously made Rain uncomfortable. 

	“Are you ever coming back to school?”

	Annie shrugged.

	“I hope you do. I miss my study buddy.”

	Rain wore a digital sport watch that beeped on the hour. “Maybe I should go. It’s like a forty-minute walk from here to my house.”

	Rain crushed the cigarette she’d only taken three puffs from into the grass. Annie waited for her to leave and then pocketed the entire butt. She heard an engine pull into the driveway and an exchange of voices. 

	 

	sixty-one

	The telephone rang and rang, until it stopped. It was a good morning and she was okay, the sour hunger had vacated and she was well rested. The memory of a dream floated back, but only a fragment and then departed in bits. Something about an unfinished basement, all beams and cement and following Rain Miller around while they smoked cigarettes. Nothing solid to hold onto. 

	There was something else. Something about showing Rain four bright lights. 

	Annie flung back the covers. Dried mud caked her feet. This was becoming less of a surprise, but it was no less weird. Nothing she could do about it now. 

	She listened for movement outside her door. The house sounded empty. She gathered a clean change of clothes and tiptoed to the washroom, just in case someone was home. She didn’t want to lie about her feet. If she told the Temples that she sleepwalked, they’d lock her door from the outside. Julia probably considered sleepwalking social suicide.

	Duncan and Cammie were in the living room nursing headaches when Annie came out of the bathroom. She sat on the loveseat while the couple sat on the full couch. Both were pale and had bloodshot eyes that seemed to sink into deep hollows like cavernous wells reflecting sunlight. 

	“Never mix vodka and whiskey,” Cammie said. She lay sloth-like on top of Duncan, a bag of Humpty Dumpty B-B-Q chips centering their reach. On the table were two tall glasses, both empty.

	“Babe, you want to get us some more water?” Duncan asked and kissed Cammie’s forehead.

	“I can get it for you,” Annie said.

	“Oh, no, you don’t have to,” Cammie said, making no effort to move. 

	Annie filled the cups and then refilled the water pitcher. She took the cups into the living room and raced to her bedroom and back to the kitchen. The timing was perfect. With a sneaky smile playing on her lips, she located Duncan’s wallet and slid a twenty inside for the pizza.

	The telephone rang again.

	“You get it,” Duncan said to Cammie.

	“Your house. I think my head might explode if I talk on the phone.”

	Annie picked up the wireless. “Hello.”

	“Is this Annie Pilgrim?” Annie turned her back to Cammie and Duncan and left the room. “Yes.” 

	“This is Detective Sedgewick, Roland.”

	“Who is it?” Duncan called out.

	“It’s for me,” Annie called back and then whispered, “Julia and Austen don’t think I should talk to you, and I don’t want to talk about it, okay?” She stepped into the garage. The sourness was returning; she needed a smoke.

	“It’s about the day you lost your phone, then when you bought the cigarettes. Really any days in between, too.”

	Annie lit a cigarette as she stepped outside. “Okay.” 

	“I need to know if you’ve seen anybody strange around you.”

	Annie considered it. Everyone was unfamiliar, everywhere, and the only strange person was the homeless man…and maybe the farmer. The latter seemed almost like a dream. Kyle Rodgers was a horny perv, but that turned out to be the norm.

	“I don’t think so. The homeless man was weird.” Annie almost spilled that he’d tried to kiss her. 

	Out of nowhere, a voice in her head spoke: Shush, Annie of mine.

	On the verge of bursting, Annie nearly shrieked in glee. She wanted to hang up and talk to the voice in her head. Adversely, she also wanted to stay on the line because the phone call prompted a response from the lost connection.

	“Would you be willing to show me where you went those days?” 

	Annie waited for instruction from the voice of Ellen Pilgrim. 

	“Annie?”

	“Umm.” She got no response either way. “Okay.”

	“What about this morning?”

	Annie wiggled her toes in the grass; a caterpillar crawled along her foot, orange and black. “Umm, all right.”

	“Can I come by now?”

	 

	sixty-two

	On the 22” Samsung monitor, the image of Annie hurrying out of the school flashed in low definition while a thumping drumbeat melted into the hook of Michael Jackson’s Smooth Criminal: Annie, are you okay? Are you okay, Annie? Bristol screeched with laughter. 

	“Not music. Like, I want fuck sounds.”

	Brian Lily clicked his mouse and paused the video. 

	“Let it play.” 

	He spun on his computer chair. He’d already opened his pants on the sly.

	“Dream on,” Bristol said and attempted to reach past him. 

	He hit the screen lock button and a password prompt popped up.

	“Ugh, fine.” She reached for the erection bulging out of his boxer shorts.

	His heart pounded. This time he’d readied himself for a better showing, pre-emptively clearing the pipes twice that morning. He swallowed and whispered, “Your mouth.”

	Leaned forward, she stuck out her tongue, barely making contact. Brian’s fingers dug into the computer chair cushion. She blew cool air onto his member. A gasp left Brian’s mouth when she went in. One bob, and then she stopped.

	“Start the video or I won’t finish.”

	Frantically, he tapped the password into the bar and started the video from the beginning. It was only thirty seconds. He took excited sips of breath, still pitched out of his pants. The video ended and he turned back to Bristol. 

	“That’s great, bring it and load it at Homecoming with the fuck sounds and then you’ll get the rest of your payment.”

	“No, now and then.” Brian sounded as if he might cry, angry and desperate. 

	“You wish.”

	“I’ll delete it!” he shouted.

	She leaned forward and breathed on him. It was hot now, and he closed his eyes, leaning back. No contact came. 

	“See you Thursday. If you delete it, you’ll get nothing.”

	 

	sixty-three

	Roland followed Annie’s directions from behind the wheel, and once to Bounty Park, he followed her on foot down a trail to a fox den. They waited. Annie had pointed to the den and Roland took a step toward it.

	“Don’t scare them.”

	With a shrug, he asked where to go next. A map emerged on his notepad at Annie’s dictation. Times and places, he listened and tried to comprehend how she spent her free hours outside of school. This was not a normal girl.

	Back in the car. “You’ve skipped this week,” Roland said, not a question.

	“So?”

	“Where did you go?”

	“I mostly come here, or I bike around town,” she said, looking out the window.

	They moved onto the second day in question and the trek wasn’t as long or interesting. They stayed in the car the entire time. The quest took a little more than three hours. 

	“I want you to watch out for anything strange,” Roland said, rubbing the back of his neck with his right hand, left hand on the steering wheel.

	“Like what?”

	“Anything.”

	“Like people? Like animals? Insects? What” Annie blushed at this outburst.

	Distant still, but closer than last time, Ellen Pilgrim’s voice came to her: Let him follow the signs. Don’t give away shortcuts. Annie went rigid. Her mother had never said that before, it was almost as if it wasn’t simply remembered words. It was as if she was truly there. 

	“What is it?” Roland said, side-eyeing the girl.

	“I thought about my mom for a second.”

	“Not about moths or butterflies?” 

	She turned to him, looking hard at him with something like panic and curiosity, because she had been thinking about the flying thing. Annie then shook her head, wondering how he could randomly stab so close to the truth. 

	He pulled up to the house. “If you think of anything, call me.”

	Annie nodded, accepting his business card before climbing out of the big car. All the way to the door, she felt his eyes on her, but not in the usual way. This was different.

	“Mom’s pissed,” Duncan said, handing Annie a note seconds after she’d stepped inside. 

	The note instructed Annie to call Julia, immediately. Duncan dialed the number on the landline and handed the receiver to Annie. 

	“Annie?” Julia said before Annie said anything.

	“Yeah?”

	“What did that cop want? You can’t be talking to cops, not when this thing with Duncan and the assault case is still open. I know those mean girls embarrassed you—”

	“It wasn’t about that!” Annie hung up with the stab of her index finger. 

	The phone clanked onto the floor. It was already ringing by the time she turned away and stomped to her room. Duncan was wide-eyed, his expression disbelieving. He answered the phone.

	“It’s me. Just a second,” he said and trailed after Annie to her room. “Annie? Mom’s furious, you have to talk to her.”

	Annie swung open the door and took hold of the muted phone. She sneered at Duncan and again hit END, again dropped the phone.

	“I don’t have to do anything,” she said. 

	Duncan looked around. Her stuff was all over. Her backpack was on her bed. “Going somewhere?” he said, the phone ringing from the floor.

	 

	sixty-four

	Annie’s stomach grumbled as she sat next to her bicycle in a clearing at Bounty Park. She’d had the sour feeling for hours and only the smoky warmth from her cigarettes helped. She’d located the homeless man’s tent—battered now, but still standing as if awaiting the man’s return. She decided she’d camp there until she figured out how to get back to Michigan. The trip itself wasn’t a problem. Canada was not so different from America. Buses went all over. 

	Unfortunately, buying a bus ticket did not take her across the border without a passport. Last time she crossed, she had an adult accompanying her and the date on her mother’s death certificate was recent enough to give credence to her story. If she attempted it now, the border patrol was likely to call the police and have her taken back to the Temples.

	Annie smoked while she pondered the predicament. The stars shined down, and she gazed up, her head poking from the door of the dead man’s tent. In the infinite blackness, stars danced, seeming to inch closer with every breath. 

	“Is it you, Mom?”

	There was no answer and Annie drifted. 

	Inexplicably, she woke in her bed at the Temples. The hunger was once again cured by her rest. She recalled more of her dream than the one with Rain. There was a boy and a girl and they were in a car. Annie spooked them while they fooled around in the backseat. She didn’t mean to and right away they recognized her. They called her Dick Girl and Faggety Ann. She cried and peddled away, stopping twenty feet from the car before suddenly feeling power and the urge to lash out.

	That was where her memory of the dream stopped. 

	She glanced at the clock on the nightstand and it read 7:02. It was Sunday, so maybe if she hurried, she could get away again without anyone knowing she had come back. She snuck out of her room and listened. There wasn’t a sound in the house. She continued through the kitchen toward the door to the garage where she assumed she’d left her bicycle. She opened the door and stopped at the sound of a relieved voice.

	“Annie, thank god,” Austen said. He came from behind and wrapped his arms around her. “You had me so worried.”

	As much as she wanted it to feel bad, the embrace was good and warm and as if it belonged. As if such a thing was the right thing.

	“Please don’t scare me like that again. No matter what Julia does or says. Just know that I love you and she does too, in her own way.”

	Annie didn’t know what to say. She stood frozen in Austen’s grasp until the master bedroom door creaked open and Julia stomped toward them. She opened her mouth to speak, almost certainly shout.

	“No,” Austen said. 

	Julia acted as if she’d been slapped and then, as if rebooted, went about her typical Sunday morning routine. Annie turned back from the garage, perhaps a little hungry after all, so she followed Austen, clinging to him for protection. Nice outside, Austen and Annie ate breakfast and drank coffee at the cast iron patio set on the deck. Julia came out with a mug of coffee in hand. 

	“Just read on Facebook, your friend Rain went missing. You don’t know where she is, do you?” 

	Annie stiffened. “No.” 

	“Are you sure?”

	“Yeah.”

	 

	sixty-five

	“We got another one,” said Morris—a two-steps-from-his-pension detective—as soon as he had Roland on the line. “Holes and all.”

	“Middle aged farmer, Craig Watson. He lived north of town. His widow’s sister found the body. All’s similar to the others, so I asked what might be off and she said the dead man didn’t keep his place in the order she found it.”

	“Meaning what?” 

	“I don’t know. Your case. Only thing, holes are in a few different sizes this time. They got the guy in the cooler at the hospital if you want to go take a peek. I figure you’ll want to send it off to a specialist.” 

	“That’s right. Did you lock up the house?”

	“Not my first day, youngin,” Morris said.

	Roland ended the call. “Too bad it’s not your last.” 

	He was in his living room. His wife had come up behind him to listen.

	“Going out?” she said.

	He jumped at her voice. “Yeah. There’s another one.”

	“Does it have anything to do with the annoying coincidences?”

	Roland had told her about the coincidences, leaving out the name. The girl’s presence was something like an un-scratch-able itch. This time however, he didn’t see how Annie Pilgrim figured into anything. If she did, somehow, it cast all notions of coincidence aside.

	“I don’t see how. I can’t even imagine a connection for this one. I’ll try to be home before the boys’ bedtime.”

	“All right,” Lois said and then leaned over the back of the couch with her cheek presented. 

	Roland planted his mouth on his wife’s cheek and then snuck around to her lips. 

	“Goof,” she said, grinning. 

	The warmth of the evening mingled like oil on water with the coldness of these murders. The killer was back, and Roland had no workable clues—during the lull in activity, he’d deeply hoped the person or persons had moved on, became someone else’s problem. Mysterious fluids and fibers, blood and prints, none of it went anywhere. 

	As he drove, he thought about Kelvin Spiegel, who had been day-released into care—he still slept in the hospital, but for the most part, was again a member of society. 

	“Save me a lot of trouble if it was you.” 

	The radio was low, the chatter mostly missed. Roland turned the dial higher. He needed to be sidetracked, to let his subconscious do the heavy lifting of tethering the situations together.

	“…no sign, and now we’ve got two more missing. A Walter Blunt, aged seventeen, and a Kaila Turner, aged fourteen. The couple were on a date according to Blunt’s mother. Turner has a theft charge and a sealed minor record. Her mother, Janelle Irving, said she hadn’t seen her daughter in days and that they keep different schedules. Janelle herself has priors from the ‘eighties: prostitution, possession, and assault. Officers found Blunt’s automobile parked on the north end of town near the old stack. Get that all? I can read it again.”

	“I got it, thanks Melly.”

	Roland mulled this conversation not exactly meant for his ears—not exactly not meant either—as he pulled up to the bright lights of the hospital. He passed through the gates without retrieving a parking pass. The security guards knew his car. He lowered the volume on the radio, killed the engine, and stepped out into the warm night air. Nobody milled around the lot, and the few vehicles parked there were empty. The automatic ER doors slid open, and Roland took a deep breath, the sterile metallic scent of hospitals always readied him for hard business. He waved to the middle-aged woman stationed to perform intake. 

	“Have to go downstairs,” he said.

	“I heard,” the woman said. “Does this make a serial killer?”

	Roland lifted his hands. “I don’t know even what the body looks like.”

	In the chilled basement, under a blanket, was the newest victim. One with familiar looking, but different, holes.

	“Growing,” Roland said. Three sizes. “Childhood to adulthood, is that it? A natural progression? A metamorphosis or something? Are there more sizes coming?”

	The body offered no answers and he drove out to the farmhouse for a look.

	 

	sixty-six

	The Rain Miller connection missed Roland until Tuesday morning when he saw a pair of sad people sitting in the receiving area and asked Chandler Prescott about them. Being closer to everything, the officer explained a missing girl and the name jangled his internal bell. Roland felt his face flush as he held a lingering look on the parents, certain their kid was toast. He jogged back to his office and called the school. After that failed, he called the Temple house, and then Annie Pilgrim’s cellphone—a number he’d forgotten he had until flipping through his notes. 

	After getting no workable answer from any of the numbers, Roland drove out to Bounty Park. Firstly, he went to the fox den. It was warm and pleasant, a polar opposite to how he considered the world in that moment. She wasn’t there, or anywhere else he thought to look while on the park grounds. 

	He turned the knob on the radio as his pocket vibrated. The voice on the radio said something, and he missed it in order to answer the call. He had a date at the reservoir down river. Two bodies, suspected of being a missing couple from Pine City, teenagers, one fairly young looking.

	“Christ, with the holes?” 

	“Afraid so,” said the Ontario Provincial Police officer on the far end of the line.

	The officer worked out of Clarington, a town near the reservoir. Originally, there’d been one body. While the officer and the city employee worked to fish the girl out of the water, the boy bobbed up. Both wore tiny leeches like horrid Halloween latex scabs. 

	“Buddy here puked on his boots. Nasty,” the OPP officer said.

	“Give me half an hour,” Roland said. 

	The leeches were small because there was so little blood left. Something very hungry had feasted upon these teens—Roland was now open to anything, any possibility, no matter how improbable. Hungry fish had nibbled around the holes his suspect had made. He called Dr. Gates and gave the paramedics orders where to take the pair—he’d have the families notified concerning the bodies later.

	A CTV van and cameraman/reporter stood at the closed gate around the reservoir, recording what he saw. “These more serial deaths?” he shouted. 

	Roland jogged over. This had to be contained for now.

	“Detective Sedgewick, did the Sucker Puncher kill these teens?”

	Roland licked his teeth beneath his lips. “Make me a deal.”

	The reporter leaned out from around his camera. “What kind of deal?”

	“Look, I’m pretty sure those are missing teens from Pine City. I want them cleaned before we have the parents make official identification.”

	“So?”

	“Hold off on the story and the video until later.”

	“Why should I do that?”

	Roland straightened his collar and looked directly into the camera lens. “Ready?” 

	The camera nodded along with its operator. 

	“Yes, I do believe these two bodies are connected to the other murders in Pine City.”

	“How do you connect them?” The reporter caught on in an instant.

	“I can’t comment on that.”

	“But you think it’s the Sucker Puncher?”

	“These deaths appear related to the others in Pine City, that’s all I can say at this time.”

	The reporter wasn’t done. “Is the Sucker Puncher moving?” 

	“No. These bodies traveled down the river. It appears they’ve been in the water for many hours.”

	“What about—”

	Roland sneered. “That’s it, unless you want the camera confiscated to aid a police investigation.”

	“Okay.”

	“You can air at six.”

	The reporter huffed. “How about you call me the second it’s cool? This is of national interest.”

	“Give me your card. I’ll call. I promise.” Roland held out his hand. “What were you doing here anyway?”

	“Shooting B-reel for a documentary. Got lucky. It’s my day off.”

	The paramedics were chatting over the radio while he headed back. An officer confidentially informed the parents that bodies had been located. By three o’clock, Roland sat in his car down the block from the Temple household. He called the reporter and told him he could run the story, only to discover it had run nine minutes earlier. 

	Roland stayed in place. He was safe in his car. He was watching for Annie; the hungry world could not get him here. 

	At 3:57 PM, Duncan and Cammie parked in the driveway and went inside. Five minutes after that, Julia Temple arrived. It was vital to reach the girl without Austen or Julia Temple mucking things up. Annie was the lynchpin, had to be.  

	Annie hurried outside and Roland pulled up and into the driveway. He got out of the car as far as one leg. Annie charged toward him, looking mad.

	“Have you skipped class all week?” Julia shouted, racing out the door after the girl.

	“Annie, I need to speak with you,” Roland said. “Come for a ride?” 

	Annie glanced back at Julia who had stopped next to her car and was drinking in the scene. “She…she…” Julia was shaking all over.

	Annie jogged to the shotgun door. “Let’s go,” she said.

	“I’ll have her back in a short while.” Roland offered Julia a wave.

	“Annie!” Julia stamped her right foot, impotent against Annie’s will.

	 

	 

	sixty-seven

	Austen was home by the time Annie returned. “Well, what did he ask?”

	“Rain’s still gone. From after you dropped her off. That night, she went out again,” Annie said.

	Austen and Julia had ambushed the girl the moment she walked in the door. Duncan and Cammie were there to, like spectators to a spanking.

	“That’s the girl who’s missing?” Austen said. “I saw the pics on Facebook…didn’t even recognize her.”

	“Detective Sedgewick isn’t on that case,” Annie said. “Hopefully Rain’s only gone…but he thinks the serial killer likes me.”

	“Maybe he’s trying to soften you up and have you blurt out your guilt,” Cammie said. 

	They were in the kitchen. Cammie and Duncan at the table. Julia and Austen leaned against the counter. Annie stood in the middle.

	“He said it’s like I’m famous, the way my name keeps coming up. He wants to watch where I go for a day.”

	“To school!” Julia said. The phone rang and she charged over to answer it. “Hello?”

	The news was on in the living room earlier. Everyone knew about the teens in the reservoir. But the kids in the reservoir didn’t seem to fit anywhere in their world.

	“So, how do they—” Duncan began but was cut off.

	“You mean she hasn’t been to class since last Monday?” Julia said into the telephone receiver. She spun and stared daggers at Annie. The atmosphere in the room shifted, froze in place. “Oh, she’ll do it.” Julia hit END and slammed the receiver down into the base. “You haven’t been to school all week?”

	Annie shrugged.

	“No more garden!” Julia pointed to the sliding door that led to the deck and backyard.

	“What?” Annie said.

	Julia’s face contorted in a rage. “That’s right! No more garden until your marks are better. You can’t even sit near it. Not even to pray to those damned Wicca gods or whatever your backwards mother taught you. In this house, children go to school and get good marks and don’t screw around. You act like you don’t understand why people play tricks on you. Maybe if you didn’t act so goddamned weird all the time—”

	“You aren’t seriously blaming Annie for what happened? Fucking Renee, and probably Bristol, were trying to get back at me!” Duncan pushed to his feet, the pads on the chair legs shushing along the linoleum.

	“You watch your tone, mister! Everything happened after Annie came and I’m saying she’s not doing anything to fit in, and people don’t like that. She’s basically telling everyone she hates them by acting so damned weird—”

	Cammie stood and pulled Duncan along. “Julia, you’re a flake.”

	Julia’s jaw dropped. “You get back here, Duncan!” 

	Cammie and Duncan left without turning. Annie watched them, her hand on the apple, her mind on her mother. 

	Julia pointed a manicured nail at Austen. “You bring this girl into our home and she’s destroying everything!”

	Austen tilted his head, jaw hanging slack. “You need a pill or something? You hot flashing? This a PMS thing?” 

	Julia grabbed a glass from the counter and smashed it on the floor. “I am not hot flashing!”

	Austen stepped around the mess and took Annie by the hand. “Let’s give Julia space to collect herself.”

	 

	sixty-eight

	The news coverage drastically heightened the public scrutiny of the Pine City PD. Chief Robinson reminded Detective Sedgewick that shit ran downhill, and quickly. Roland had a plan. 

	“I think seeing Annie was a trigger. She’s an odd girl. Maybe it’s her attire or her face, maybe even the sound of her voice or the way she walks. Someone seems to see this girl as interesting. We’re going to take two streams of action.” He turned to the white board.

	The room had a handful of officers and the chief present. They were short-staffed after the steroid fiasco, then the Bristol Walcott fiasco…they were about one fiasco away from the city replacing the whole lot of them with OPP.

	“The two streams work as follows: these are the areas of death.” Roland pointed to the map that had been hung on the left side of the white board. Red pins highlighted locations. “I need Team B to roam, ask everyone in the vicinities, everyone, if they were out during the events. Don’t go to homes, these are public areas, only ask the people out there already. I think we’ve missed something because we asked those that live in the areas, but not everybody that use the areas. Team A will work like electrical pulses: first watch, then follow. The second pulse stays back and watches over all the places Annie Pilgrim was, not where she is. Get it?”

	Heads nodded. The chief folded his hands over his hard belly where he sat on a corner of a desk at the back of the room.

	“Unless I’ve spoken with you, you’re on Team B. Detective Unger will disperse you according to the plan.”

	“You really think this’ll work?” Chandler said.

	Roland frowned. 

	Chandler had already been on for four hours and Roland had ordered him to operate as the follow up pulse to Annie’s movements. That meant spending the night wherever the first part of the pulse demanded, and then taking over watch of the Temple residence for the remainder.

	“If you’ve got a better idea, I’d love to hear it.”

	Chandler shook his head. 

	Roland and an officer named Troy Codd took over for the officers stationed at the Temple home. Almost immediately, they spotted the girl leaving with Austen Temple. Once arriving at the Howie Sidorkiewicz, Troy Codd radioed an instruction to Chandler Prescott. Officer Prescott would arrive at the Temple house in just minutes. 

	Just before dark, Austen Temple and Annie Pilgrim returned home and exited a Buick Encore. They entered the home. Nothing untoward, nothing suspicious, and nothing even remotely interesting. 

	Voices came over the radio: “Head to the Howie, then to the Dragon Burger by the Circle K on…”

	“I know where it is,” Chandler said through a yawn. “How long at the Howie?”

	“Not sure, we took over. They only stopped for burgers on the way home, not long.”

	Roland nodded. If someone was following Annie and acting in her wake, then they’d catch him.

	 

	sixty-nine

	“See ya,” Chandler said. He no longer had the button on his mic pressed and waved to the driver of the approaching cruiser. The driver waved back, and Prescott drove to the Howie, stopping at a Tim Hortons’ along the way so that he could refuel and empty his bladder.

	The last of the vehicles departed the complex parking lot and the timed lights high up on lot posts died. Chandler sat in the dark eating doughnuts and drinking coffee for two hours before heading over to the Dragon Burger. It was dead inside. He watched and waited, two boys with aerosol cans had a discussion by the Dragon Burger drive-thru menu.

	From the shadows where he’d posted up, Chandler lowered his window. “You know, I know who you are and I’ve been watching you. We all have.”

	The twin boys jumped. One dropped his paint can before they both broke off in a sprint. Not a speck hit the Dragon Burger menu. Chandler bagged the can and called in the boys—in case the big menu wasn’t their first stop. 

	Watching for what seemed like nothing, Chandler sipped on another coffee before moving to the last point of interest. So far, nobody suspicious lingered the areas where Annie had been. It was 3:02 AM when he relieved the officers outside the Temple home. At 4:17 AM, he dozed. At 4:21 AM bright light and pain struck him simultaneously. He stilled, his body planking in the driver’s seat of the cruiser. There was broken glass and a sickly scent. He didn’t see much beyond silhouettes. A flailing hand reached for the gun on his belt but found the pepper spray instead. The pain jumped and seared. It was like being hooked to an ultra-powerful electric fence.

	The ingrained need to survive pumped adrenaline into his system. For two seconds, he aimed the pepper spray out the window, firing blindly. 

	At 5:01 AM, two officers showed up for the shift change at the Temple residence and called in the situation. Chandler Prescott’s cruiser had two broken windows and reeked of spicy poison. The man sat bleeding, three holes in his abdomen—one at his center chest, one just below the shoulder, and one in his belly. 

	He was alive, barely.

	 

	seventy

	Austen rose from bed, stretching and yawning. He stopped off at the bathroom. Voices were coming from somewhere close by. He finished and stepped into the living room. Julia was there, looking out the bay window, onto the street. 

	“What’s going on?” he asked. 

	“Somebody attacked a cop,” Julia said, pointing on an angle out the window.

	“Really?”

	“Yeah, I guess he’s alive. They already took away the cruiser. There’s another cop parked out there now.”

	“Weird. Did you talk to them? What time was all this?”

	“I got up at five-thirty and the police were already on the street. There’s glass all over the place, they didn’t even sweep it up.”

	“Safety glass, it’s designed to be harmless. Just looks bad, maybe they can’t sweep a crime scene anyway?” The suggestion came out as a question.

	“Maybe. There’s coffee…I’m sorry about yesterday. You know though, we can’t let that girl throw away her future because she doesn’t like schoolwork.”

	Austen shook his head. “It can’t be simple as all that. She doesn’t want to fit in and you’re the only one mad about it. You can’t blame her for those bitches.”

	“They’re just girls—I know.” Julia sighed, as if agreeing was a real chore. 

	Duncan arose and stepped with heavy, flat feet across the linoleum, as if his legs were made of wood. A frown was the best offering he had for his mother’s forced smile. Knowing the game, Julia didn’t give her son time to be angry any longer. She hugged him. Tightly.

	“I’m sorry. I overreacted.”

	He hugged back. 

	8:16 AM, Julia went into Annie’s room to rouse her. The shake was gentle and yet firm enough to work. “Wakey-wakey,” she said, tone light as tissue paper.

	Annie opened her eyes and blinked up at Julia’s aggressively happy face.

	“I’m sorry I blew up yesterday. You have to understand, I only want what’s best for you.”

	Annie pouted and tried to turn over to face the wall.

	“Look, if you pass your history test, you can play in your garden all you want. It’s only a conditional grounding, okay?”

	Annie didn’t get a chance to respond before her ravenous guts did, burbling and gurgling.

	“You’d best get up and eat. I’m taking you to school in twenty-five minutes.”

	 

	seventy-one

	An induced coma was Chandler Prescott’s reward for staking out the Temple household. Chief Robinson’s head for the hungry public. The station was a shit show. Roland was in the conference room with the chief and another detective. 

	If nothing else, the attack proved Roland’s theory about a connection to Annie Pilgrim.

	“Do we bring her in?” Detective Bob Unger asked. He sipped on a plain porcelain mug.

	“Can’t. Whoever’s doing this is following Annie Pilgrim. We weren’t careful enough, but the method worked—the sonofabtich is following the girl and that’s how we’ll catch him. We have to double up. Two cars, and when she’s at school, a car on every exit.” Roland had his back to the others, inspecting what remained of a box of Tim Hortons’ donuts.

	“Any update on Prescott?” the chief said. He was sitting on the corner of a table, leaned back with his head against a wall.

	The cell in Sedgewick’s pocket buzzed. “Not since about an hour ago,” he said and then answered his phone. “Sedgewick here.”

	“Dr. Lowen here. I have your bloodwork. Sort of. There’s too much foreign fluid involved. Whatever’s in the blood broke it down and ruined any hope of classification. Can’t tell a damn thing, besides that it looks like blood, smells like blood, and the logical explanation behind its location suggests that it is blood. As far as I know, it might as well not be blood at all. Or it might be blood. Human, avian, canine, pig, or a mixture. When I was a kid, I used to put a bit of each flavor of fountain pop in a cup and call it mud; this makes me think of that. It’s weird, but perhaps quite clever, mixing the blood like this. Hell, it could be hemolymph. Thing is, we can’t know for sure until a Raman spectroscopy is done. That isn’t done here.”

	“For fuck sakes.”

	“Sorry.”

	“It didn’t get tampered along the way or anything?”

	“Not here it didn’t.”

	“Thanks anyway.”

	“Good luck.”

	Roland ended the call. “What in the hell is hemolymph?” 

	The chief opened one eye. Bob said nothing.

	 

	seventy-two

	It wasn’t as she had expected. The first dozen or so people she walked past didn’t look twice at her and those that did, didn’t say anything. She wondered if it was because she was with Duncan.

	“Want a coffee?” Duncan asked. “My treat.”

	Annie nodded. The plan had been to walk straight through the school and out the backdoor upon arrival, but this wasn’t set in iron. 

	Mornings, the bacon grease and melted cheddar filled the air of the cafeteria like a smog cloud of temptation. Annie had eaten before leaving the Temples, but not enough, never enough lately. She ordered an English muffin with sausage, egg, bacon, and cheese on it. She’d planned to let Duncan purchase the coffee only. He paid for the sandwich as well. The sandwich lasted only a few steps.

	“I want a cigarette.”

	Duncan’s gaze softened. “If I don’t come with you, are you going to run away from school?”

	“What?”

	“Mom thinks I should mind you like a sheep. I’m not going to. I think school is important to a point. I mean, without a GED you’re screwed, you can hardly get a fast-food job. And without a college diploma, you can hardly get a factory job. Plus, Mom gets cranky and that sucks for everyone. Please don’t skip, at least until Mom cools down.”

	Annie lowered her head. “Okay.”

	“And tell me if anybody says anything to you about the…thing.” After a moment, Duncan nudged her with his elbow. 

	It wasn’t until after lunch that anybody said anything. She’d entered the school from the shop doors after smoking three consecutive cigarettes during the extended break. The oil scent was thick on the slightly warmer air within the school. There was a dozen or so people, mostly boys, loitering by the door.

	“If it ain’t Tripod-Annie?” 

	“Diiick, get ya fat dick heeere!” 

	“Do you use a pump? I’ve been trying to get mine that big.” 

	For a second, Annie considered collecting names. Pointless. She rubbed the apple. “Mom?” she whispered as she walked.

	There was no reply.

	Throughout the halls, students spoke of the deaths and the Sucker Puncher. In her last class, she got to her seat in time to see two boys scurry away from her desk. They’d drawn a woman in a skirt with a penis sliding below the hem. She stared briefly and the civics teacher stepped up behind her to see the picture. 

	“They got the hair all wrong,” he whispered.

	Annie looked over her shoulder. He winked at her as he moved to the front of the class.

	“Hank Schenn and Steven Goldstein, come on down! You’re the next contestants in the wash this desk and then get to the office!”

	“We didn’t do shit!” the boy named Hank said.

	“That so, well, Steven, guess I’ll call your grandma and tell her what you haven’t done.” Steven Goldstein jumped to his feet. Everybody knew Steven’s grandmother was a feminist of minor celebrity, and also the body behind Steven’s trust fund.

	“Don’t be such a bitch ass,” Hank said; a boy likely to inherit nothing more than an overdue mortgage on a scummy doublewide trailer. 

	Annie watched the scene unfold with a mixture of curiosity and annoyance.

	Steven ran from the room and returned a minute later with four dampened brown paper towels and two dry paper towels. He scrubbed. Annie watched.

	 “I’m sorry. I wasn’t thinking. I’m sorry. It was a bad joke. I’m sorry,” he said more to the teacher than to Annie Pilgrim. 

	Once clean and dry, he tossed the towels into the bin and left. Hank continued to occupy a chair at the back of the room, leaning on two legs. Head pressed against the wall, his eyes locked with the civics teacher’s.

	“Office, Hank.”

	“For what?”

	The teacher took three steps and stood next to Hank. “Endangering a student,” he said and kicked the legs out from under Hank’s seat.

	The boy thumped hard on the floor. “You can’t do that, motherfucker! I’ll get—” The teacher grabbed his arm. “Ow!”

	“Shut up and go. Do me another fucking favor and stay away. You’ve done nothing but live up to everyone’s expectations. Good for you. You taught us all how tough and stupid trailer trash can be.”

	“Fuck you!” Hank shouted once out of the room. “I’ll kill you! You can’t touch me you, fucking pervert faggot!”

	The firm-handed teacher rolled his eyes and slammed the door. Steven Goldstein returned to class halfway through. He whispered another apology to both the teacher and Annie and sat down in his seat. The teacher had given them a free period to do homework. Most of the students chatted. None spoke a word against Annie and two girls even attempted to include her in a conversation. 

	There was a fire inside and Annie could hardly speak. The hunger was worse than it had ever been. It was on the edge of making her sick, on the edge of becoming something else altogether.

	 

	seventy-three

	Duncan awoke to footsteps in the hallway. He got up when he didn’t see any light coming from under his door. Curious, he flicked the hallway switch and saw Annie approaching the door that led to the garage.

	“Annie,” he whispered.

	She continued out.

	In his boxer shorts, Duncan chased Annie out to the garage, closing the door behind him. “Annie!” 

	Dark in the garage, she continued toward the door. 

	“Annie! Hey, Annie!”

	Duncan jogged up and clamped his hands on her shoulders. Outside, a car waited on the street, two officers sat inside, staking out the home. Having two made sense given what happened the night earlier. 

	“Annie?” He spun her. She glared at him with vacant eyes. “Are you all right?” Shaking her gently as he spoke.

	She blinked and the vacancy departed. Soundlessly, her jaw opened and then closed. She looked down at her body. Barefoot and in a nightshirt. 

	“What’s going on?” she asked.

	“I think you’re sleepwalking.”

	“Weird.” 

	Her stomach rumbled.

	“Come on, we’ll get a snack.” 

	Brother and sister returned to the indoor warmth and ate leftover pasta from supper. Cold Betty Crocker beef stroganoff had been a Pilgrim household special, too.

	 

	seventy-four

	During the morning announcements, a call went out to beg if any students knew the whereabouts of Rain Miller that they contact the office immediately. Annie thought about her dream and felt silly. She often had dreams about people. 

	Civics flew by. The bell rang and the burble in her stomach stole her attention. She raced outside for a cigarette. The smoke was nice. It did not cure the menacing hunger, however. The tangible possibility of sickness became the likelihood. She considered skipping the rest of the day, going downtown to McDonald’s or BK or Dragon Burger and eating until the trouble subsided. 

	The school’s warning bell rang, so she squeezed the tip of her cigarette onto the ground as she stepped back onto school property. 

	In class, the boy who’d now and then almost said more than a few words to her asked if she was okay because, “You don’t look so hot…I mean…” and then flushed tomato red.

	“Hungry,” she whispered. “That’s all.”

	The boy spun on his seat before reaching into the tall backpack leaned against a table leg. Two seconds later, he slipped Annie a foot-long Hot Rod pepperette. No boy had given her a gift before. It was almost romantic. She smiled and accepted it, munching as Mrs. Benton explained the importance of literature on society. Annie didn’t hear her and wished she’d brought her own lunch to class. The greasy wrapper crinkled as Annie took down the stick two inches at a bite. 

	Annie stared at the clock until the end of class, wishing she had more delicious meat in stick form. She jumped once the bell rang. The boy followed her, took a deep breath, muttered to himself, and then banged a fist against a locker. Annie stopped and looked at him.

	“Shit,” he said. He swallowed. “Do you want to go out with me some time?” 

	At first, Annie didn’t understand the question. Her mother had a response for such situations, but her mother’s voice didn’t come.

	“Okay,” she said and rushed away.

	The boy stood gape-jawed, wide-eyed, totally shocked.

	Annie flung open her locker and ate standing, first the sandwich, then the apple, and then the granola bar. It wasn’t enough. She pulled a ten from her pocket—Cammie had poked fun at Annie’s boot stash—and rushed to the cafeteria. The line was more than a hundred students long. Annie shifted and squirrel danced as if it was the line to the toilet. The hunger in her belly crept up her throat, strong enough that she might black out. Finally, she reached the sneeze guard, asked for a box of fries and ordered the special: pizza sub. As she slid the plastic tray along stainless-steel rails, she did the math and decided to add chips and a chocolate bar.

	A woman with blonde hair shifting to grey accepted the ten and offered Annie a quarter change. Annie took it and her tray. She plopped down at the first vacant table and ate as if she’d never eat again. The hunger in her belly changed, slowed and soured further. It was food. It was reasonably good, given its source, and yet, it didn’t quite hit the spot. 

	She ate her chips as she walked, stopping at a vending machine for a bottle of iced tea. She dropped the emptied chip bag into a steel trashcan and rushed to the edge of school property where she spent the remainder of the lunch hour chain smoking cigarettes. Down to her last few, she’d need to figure something out after school. That, or go crazy.

	 

	seventy-five

	Chief Robinson and Detective Sedgewick sat in the chief’s office volleying inane ideas back and forth. 

	“Maybe I’ll move out west,” the chief said. “I hear they’ll take what they can get.”

	“Yeah, right.” Roland stared at his hands. Outside the window, the chants of the protestors created an undefinable hum of outraged words. “They’re getting louder.”

	“Think of anybody yet?”

	“I still can’t figure out how it works. Where’s the blood go?”

	The chief leaned back in his chair and closed his eyes. “You’re the detective, detect.”

	“Find me a blood dowsing rod and I’ll walk one end of the city to the other.”

	“Is that where we’re at then? Go door-to-door looking for a tank of blood?”

	Roland had already thought about that. Skip the holes and the actual task, how could someone contain that much blood and just where did they keep it? “Maybe he’s got the blood in those oil containers. Hell, maybe he’s freezing it in ice cream pales and eating it by the scoop.”

	“Does blood freeze?”

	Roland didn’t answer; it didn’t matter. They sat in the small dim office another five minutes before either spoke. 

	“I’m going to pop by the hospital and then watch out for Annie Pilgrim. Maybe I’ll get lucky. You gonna go see Prescott?”

	“I’m not leaving until some of them go off to supper, thank God it’s Homecoming. I’m really banking that this’ll slow after tonight, at least until after all the stuff’s through. Possibly get so lucky you’ll catch him by Monday.”

	Roland stood and looked at his sad boss. “Maybe, and maybe it’s a her…or an it.”

	“Sure? Why not? Maybe it’s an animal or even an alien. Bigfoot.”

	Roland tapped the corner of the desk. “Could be a lot of things.” 

	Mysterious silky leavings, strange sticky residue, sucked dry through hard-cut holes, and where in the fuck did the blood go? And just why does most of it tie to Annie Pilgrim?

	“Fuck it,” Roland said and left, headed to the school. 

	Annie Pilgrim was outside smoking. It gave him an idea. He rolled over to her, parking against the flow of oncoming traffic. It wasn’t a busy street until the end of the day, so he had nothing to worry about as long as he moved within a few minutes.

	“Hey, Annie, how’s it going?”

	Startled, she bent to look in the window. “Okay,” she said.

	“Where do you buy smokes nowadays?”

	Annie didn’t answer.

	“Don’t worry. I’m not going to bust them. I don’t give a shit about people smoking. When I was sixteen, I paid a bum to buy me booze, cigarettes, even nudey magazines.” 

	Annie frowned. “So?” she said, eventually.

	“Your last peddler met an ugly fate, and since it seems the killer has taken a shine to you, I could use that to my advantage.” Roland wasn’t at all worried about the girl going to the press with the inside view. “I’d hate to see someone else die because he sold you cigarettes.”

	“I had a carton,” she said, behind her, the bell rang. “I got to go.” 

	“Had a carton? Wait a second, will you meet me here after school?”

	“Julia made Duncan promise to find me a ride straight home.”

	“I’ll take you home. You meet me here, all right? I need you to help me with this.”

	Annie nodded, then jogged into the school. 

	 

	seventy-six

	Annie didn’t like the idea of meeting the detective. But with her pack almost empty, she wanted to find a new store and being late home was worth the trouble if she got home with cigarettes in pocket. Her stomach contracted and released as if flexing for a Mr. Universe competition. Ms. Ling handed around a sheet of paper and instructed the students that they all had fifty minutes and they needed to use either blue or black ink, and “Please, do not write on the test sheets themselves.” Annie read the questions and knew there’d be trouble if she failed and that was all she knew. Every question was foreign. Julia would lock her up and swallow the key. 

	She didn’t recall writing anything but had. Her legs swayed her body as she rose from her desk. Sweat dripped down her cheeks and her skin paled noticeably.

	 “Are you okay?” Ms. Ling asked.

	Annie carried onward. The bell rang as she reached the doors atop the stairs. Rushing students burst from rooms and bumped her as she moved down. Her grip on the railing was tight enough to turn her pink hand white. 

	Cammie and Duncan were already waiting by her locker.

	Cammie’s eyes bugged. “Jesus, Annie, you’re so pale!”

	A few students turned to gawk. 

	“Duncan, do you know where I could get more cigarettes?” 

	Duncan shrugged. “Sorry.”

	“Okay. I have to go with Mr. Sedgewick. He said he’ll take me home after we take a trip.”

	“Why?” Duncan asked.

	“I don’t think you’re supposed to talk to the police,” Cammie said.

	Annie said nothing, stepping away from her locker with her bag, locker door yawning. Outside, she lit her second to last cigarette, the contracting muscles slowed; she sucked one great lungful after another. 

	“You can smoke in here. I don’t care. If I can’t find this guy I’m out of a job,” Roland said, lowering the passenger window as he pulled up. Annie got in and buckled. “You out of smokes yet?” 

	“Yeah, almost.” 

	“I know a guy who’ll sell them to you,” Roland said. 

	Happily confused, she thought little of why exactly the detective was doing this, only that she’d soon have more cigarettes. 

	They drove halfway across the city to an aged plaza, the store signs faded, the asphalt lot crumbling.

	“I’ll let you out here. You have money?” 

	Annie nodded. She had a twenty and a five in her pocket yet. 

	“Good, go into the Circle K and tell the skinny guy behind the counter that the PD sent you, and he’ll sell you smokes. Don’t rush, walk slowly as you like, maybe smoke a cigarette in front of the store. I was going to wait for you, but I see we have a tail. They can drive you home. I’m going to park closer once you’re gone and wait.”

	“A tail? Wait for what?”

	“No idea. Oh, and Annie, don’t tell your…uh, Julia or your dad that I arranged this.” 

	Annie frowned. “I know.”

	“Guy’s bad, so if he says or does anything weird or troublesome, you tell him you’re the boss, and he’ll do as told and shut his pervert mouth.”

	Annie got out of the car and lit another cigarette. The painful stirring hadn’t yet resumed its assault. The cigarette swirled in a pre-emptive defense. Lovely. Just as she stood before the convenience store door, it struck her: something was killing men who bothered her in some way, Roland was hoping this man would bother her. He was a sacrifice.

	She smoked quickly, deeply.

	A laser sound zoomed when Annie entered. There were four children in the back stealing candy and a man trying to look inconspicuous, eyeballing the top shelf of a magazine rack. Annie stepped to the counter where a skinny, balding man stood in wait. Nicotine stained his fingers to the color of pumpkin meat. He tapped the transparent counter above the scratch-off tickets.

	“What you want?” 

	Annie stared at his mouth: short four or five teeth and cracked pale lips. “Peter Jackson Red, two please.”

	“See some ID?”

	“Police sent me,” she whispered.

	The man looked out the window, Roland crossed into the parking lot without stopping and nodded at the man.

	“That prick,” the man said and turn to the cigarette wall behind him. “I didn’t do nothing. Shit’s already all over the fucking internet.” He scanned the packs and the computer demanded identification. He reached into his pocket and swiped his licence through the card reader. “What a world.”

	Annie handed over the twenty and dug out change, cigarettes cost quite a bit more at Circle K, not that it mattered. A weight lifted and she’d have smokes when she needed them, so long as the skinny tanned man with nicotine stains and the bald head was on-duty. 

	“Don’t make this a habit. Pigs won’t cover for me if an inspector catches me.”

	Annie huffed and left. Cammie and Duncan had been the trail Roland mentioned and they fired a barrage of questions at her as she settled into the backseat. She answered very few.

	At home, Annie dug into the cupboard. Her guts sounded like a cement mixer. No matter what she chose, nothing fully quelled the budding feeling. She stepped out into the backyard and stared over the patch of lawn to her garden. Julia was due home soon and if she caught her even close to the happy space, she knew that everyone would hear about it.

	She watched ants in the grass until an engine pulled into the driveway and the lurching of her guts redoubled. At least supper would be soon. She lit another cigarette and waited. Eventually, Julia came outside.

	Annie went on the offensive. “I had a quiz and a test today, so no homework.”

	“Oh,” Julia said. “Supper in fifteen.”

	The family sat down for a meal of tacos with beans and rice. Annie usually loved Mexican food. The beefy, beany scent filled her with dread, and she thought she might vomit. But the food went down. The spices swirled and her innards ached. 

	“Do you promise to stay put and not go out to your garden?” Julia asked once the plates were empty but for arrent meat crumbs and orange grease stains.

	Annie nodded gently. It looked as if she might pass out.

	“Maybe you should go to bed early,” Julia said, reaching across to place a hand on Annie’s forehead.

	Annie nodded. For once, Julia had a good idea. 

	The family left for another night of Homecoming preparations. Annie sat outside and lit a cigarette; she’d eaten so much all day that she was ready to burst. Normal food didn’t cure this specific hunger. She farted several times as she smoked. It helped some. The cooling air was nice around her until her gut gurgled in a different way. 

	“Ugh,” Annie moaned and held her belly as she staggered into the house and onto the toilet. 

	The flushing sound jogged her mentally and she felt woozy, her vision greying. Distantly, she heard a voice. Something familiar and welcome. She wanted badly to remain whole, stay with her body. It was that feeling again. She had it at the man’s farm, she had it in the park, and it came sometimes when she dreamed. She blinked and every blink put her further from the washroom.

	Kitchen.

	Outside.

	Backyard.

	Construction site.

	Bright. Bright. Bright.

	She fought the light and screamed out. 

	There was a dead dog in front of her and she turned to run, crying, scared, begging for her mother to help her. She kept her eyes forward and never once glanced to her left or right through the skeletal construction site. 

	 

	seventy-seven

	The text messages Brian Lily had received from Bristol Walcott came in waves of twos: two sexy messages and then two threats to his safety. The girl was crazy and she’d obviously watched a lot of television. Everyday there was a new number sending these messages. Burner numbers. He’d do what she said and be done with her.

	Renee Fritz, Sadi Graves, and Stacey Kirby all received messages from Bristol as well. She promised the greatest, most epic thing ever! They believed her but would’ve done what she said even if they didn’t.

	 

	seventy-eight

	Waking with dirty feet was nothing scary now that she knew she sleep-walked sometimes. She just had to be careful around the Temples. 

	Annie went straight to the cafeteria for a second breakfast upon arriving at school. Mornings were rarely busy—the atmosphere and scents were different, too—so she was in and out in less than five minutes.

	“Tell me how to fix it,” she whispered, clutching the apple.

	She ate as she walked. She was smoking so much now. If this kept up, she’d have to get a job somewhere. She lit up her second of the morning.

	There was hardly enough time to butt out before the bell rang. The milk helped her stomach, the cigarette was no longer a crutch, it was a wheelchair. The fix was short-lived, and she entered history class irritated. 

	Ms. Ling kneeled down next to Annie. “I looked over your test. It wasn’t good. I know you studied. Rain told me so…before. She said you were really trying but maybe not up to things. I think she’s wrong and I’m wondering if her disappearance doesn’t have something to do with your test mark. I was thinking of maybe giving you a makeup test. You know, for your grief.”

	Annie stared at her book and her hands, her guts thrashed and roiled. “I’m not book smart as the rest, and I don’t care. I’ll fail a makeup test.”

	Taken aback, Ms. Ling straightened. “I don’t think—”

	“Why can’t you all leave me alone? I don’t care about stupid Egypt or England or the Romans. I don’t care.”

	“Annie, I’m trying to help you.”

	Annie put her head down against the cool and waxy desktop.

	 

	seventy-nine

	Nobody had died in the night. Not violently. Not that they knew of.

	“It’s all about the little things,” Roland said and then laughed humorlessly to himself. 

	Moments later, the chief stopped by Roland’s office. 

	“Got anything?”

	Roland shook his head.

	“You’re no Sherlock Holmes, are ya?”

	Roland looked up and saw a strained face that made him grateful the chief’s job wasn’t his own. “Sorry, I lost my hat somewhere.”

	“They let your buddy out, huh?” the chief said as he slid down into a chair across the desk. Between them was a sloppy, chaotic system of papers. “Mr. Monster Man.”

	“Yeah, doubt he’s any threat to the public. I had all kinds of chances to avoid that knock on the head.” Roland shivered minutely, as if the spiders were traversing his flesh, looking for a tender morsel. 

	“I had a dream about the killer last night. Everything so far was a tickle. Elevation, that’s what I dreamed was coming, and I don’t think it’s that far from reality.”

	“Hope not.”

	The chief leaned forward and put his face in his palms. “Do you think you’ve gone a bit blind with that girl?”

	Roland repeated himself: “Hope not.”

	The only hope either of them really had rested in Chandler Prescott regaining consciousness and explaining the attack. The dash camera showed diddly squat.

	There was a gated area, and it gave station employees a few extra seconds of freedom before meeting the pack of media vultures, which now included representatives from every national, and local, as well as two international, news outlets. They yelled and swung mics as Roland drove through the thick mess. Some demanded to know if there was a suspect, some wanted to know if the department was up to the task, and the woman from CBC asked if he thought the Homecoming festivities were safe. 

	Incite a goddamn panic why don’t you? he thought and braked. “So far, every attack has been intimate. The safest place to be is in a highly patrolled, well-attended arena amid friends and neighbors.” He sped away before a follow up question came. 

	At the hospital, Roland stepped into Chandler’s room. The comatose officer was alone and under a tent. The holes had healed at a surprising rate; abnormal was the word the doctors used. The residue in the wounds showed difference as well. One of the doctors suggested it looked something like popping bubbles under a microscope. “As if mutating.” Not helpful to catching a killer. Roland plopped down on the empty bed next to Chandler and pulled out his cellphone. Two minutes later, a nurse came in to check on the patient. She was squat and fierce. She had a mannish face and a square head. Roland put her between thirty and sixty. To set himself aside from the scene with Chandler, he located the television remote. He leaned back, suddenly aware of how exhausting this kind of case could be. The tiny television lulled him and he dozed off watching sports highlights. 

	At 6:31, Officer Chandler Prescott opened his mouth and howled a dry scream. 

	Roland popped to his feet, suddenly wide awake and aching to make sense of anything Chandler Prescott might say.

	 

	eighty

	The main Homecoming events started at 7:00 PM—the dance being the most important piece. Julia and Austen had to be there half an hour early to ready the final steps of the setup.

	At 6:45 PM, Cammie showed up at the Temple residence to pick up Duncan and Annie. Annie tried to say she didn’t want to come, but Duncan wouldn’t hear that. They arrived at Scott Horton’s house and immediately started drinking sugary rum and vodka coolers from bottles and watery beer from cans. 

	Annie shook her head to every drink offered. She felt like puking as it was.

	At 7:56 PM, the ten teenagers, all drunk but Annie, hopped onto a city bus and rode for four minutes. They and two dozen others hopped off at the Howie Sidorkiewicz Arena Complex. It was loud inside. The parking lot was packed. There had to be thousands of people there.

	Annie’s guts did a barrel roll. At least she’d been promised all the greasy food she could ever hope to eat in a sitting.

	 

	eighty-one

	It had already been a long day for Malcolm Cruz, a contractor on orders from his employer, who had to head all the way to Pine City. The job was to inspect the shoddy work of another team of contractors. He stopped for a bite at Burger King and rolled to a site in a state of give your heads a shake, guys and stepped in through the front door. There was a lock, although most of the windows were open, if somebody really wanted entry. He took a few steps, clipboard in hand, and noticed a scent. Something got in through the basement windows and couldn’t get out. Not unusual. He finished with the main floor. The troubles arose mostly with the framing and tar papered plywood. Rookie stuff. The scent blasted at him once into the basement. There was a door leading into the backyard that sat off its hinges and Malcolm Cruz added a note to the already lengthy list.

	“Jesus, you stink.” He threw his arm in front of his nose when he came upon the dead dog. 

	Nothing to do about it now, he continued the inspection. There was a strange kiddy-corner of framing and plywood, he stepped around it, then screamed. He dropped his clipboard and ran out the basement door into a lot that looked upon a hill that rose directly into a series of backyards.

	“Help! Dead girl! Help! Sucker Puncher!” 

	He sprinted up the hill. The closest house was dim inside so Malcolm Cruz cut through a yard and around a fancy garden with specialty birdhouses at the corners. He got to the door of the next house, knocked, then recalled his cellphone. He dialed 911. The door opened.

	“Help. The Sucker Puncher, he killed a girl. It’s at my job site—” Malcolm Cruz looked at the man who’d answered the door. “What’s that street?” He pointed down the hill.

	“Sucker Puncher?” the old man said, wheezing it out. “That’s George Street down there. Holy god, the Sucker Puncher here, again?”

	The old man ran into his house to grab his own phone. His grandson was a reporter, trying to eek out an edge, the boy had confessed all this to his grandfather not a month ago. He dialed and discovered his grandson was shooting something called B roll less than a mile away.

	At 6:37 PM, the grandson began filming what would be a CTV News exclusive, a girl, possibly Rain Miller, located in an unfinished building, less than a block from the site where Officer Chandler Prescott survived an attack. Malcolm Cruz, the old man, and the reporter walked back to the site, cop sirens already filling the air. The grandson’s viewfinder located Rain Miller’s remains and turned away after two seconds. 

	The first cop on the scene demanded the tape from the camera. The grandson handed over an 80 GB SD card. “I’ll need that back, those cost a mint.” He’d already put the footage into the station’s Dropbox and emailed his boss.

	“This is totally fucked up,” Malcom Cruz said, looking ghostly pale.

	 

	eighty-two

	“He needs rest!” The doctor was livid.

	The plastic oxygen tent lay on the floor next to Chandler’s immobile body. Roland loomed over him while the caregivers all stood back, having given up on moving the unwanted guest.

	“What happened that night?”

	Chandler licked at his lips and wheezed, he grimaced. “I dozed off.”

	“Yeah, okay, then what?”

	“I felt the thing.” Chandler swung an arm at his chest and groaned, coughed, and scrunched his pale face in pain. “She was there.”

	“Annie Pilgrim?”

	Chandler nodded, only slightly.

	“You’re saying Annie Pilgrim saw what happened?”

	“I woke up when it hit me. I reached for my gun, got my spray.” Chandler began coughing harsh, racking barks. 

	“Was it Annie?” Roland asked, not believing his own question.

	Chandler shook his head. “Close, but on the street. Blank. Looking at me, but not looking at me.”

	“There was somebody else there?”

	“Didn’t see, saw the girl, then I sprayed and woke up,” Chandler said, eyes closed, tears streaming down his cheeks.

	“Oh my god, they found her!” a nurse said as she rushed into the room. She took the remote from the vacant bed and increased the volume on the television hanging on the wall. 

	Roland spun. He recognized the reporter’s voice and the corpse on the screen. The footage ran on a loop after the initial live play. He then leaned in tight over Chandler. “Prescott, do you think Annie’s involved in this?” 

	“She was there?” Chandler said.

	“Oh, that poor girl,” one nurse said.

	“I can’t look,” said another.

	The doctor forced his way back into the mix. “Turn that off. And you, you’ve asked enough questions.”

	Roland ran from the room, from the hospital, toward his parked car. There was a ticket under the wiper. He turned on his phone and it rang in his hands. 

	“Sedgewick.”

	“Did you see the news?” the chief said.

	“Yeah. Prescott woke up. Annie was there when he got attacked, I’m going—”

	“Go see that body first. The press got there before we did, and we’ve only got a few officers free. Your face has to be there, like ten fucking minutes ago it has to be there. We’re getting buried. Annie’s got her tail and isn’t getting up to anything right now. That place is right behind the Temple house.”

	“Where are you?”

	“Fuck! Wife and me went out for supper in Hyattville, just to get out of town. Fuck!” The chief’s wife said something in the background about his speed. “Go ring lead the circus, then deal with the girl.”

	The connection cut in his ear. Roland followed the command and readied for the next step. He radioed out to find Annie’s location. One of two officers on her reported that she was at a house on the east end. “Update me if she moves.” He reached the site, forced himself through the wall of reporters, and into the unfinished building.

	After drinking it in, he stepped out and rambled a statement. Two disheveled looking uniformed cops were minding the scene—they’d obviously been asleep when they’d been called in; it was perhaps only a few hours after their shifts ended.

	 

	eighty-three

	So, so loud. Annie maneuvered through the crowd toward the long food table. Most of the food came from a deep fryer and before that, a living thing. She put her hands on her tummy and grimaced. Paper plate reloaded and in hand, Annie started toward the exit that led to the smoking section. A police officer followed closely behind her. Bristol Walcott yelled and pointed up to the DJ booth where Brian Lily manned a computer. Annie looked away. Roland pushed through the dancing throngs to the officer trailing Annie. Cammie and Duncan, visibly drunk, grabbed Annie and dragged her back toward the dance floor. Annie dropped her plate along the way. 

	Through the crowd, Roland chased. Iggy Azalea’s Fancy pumped through the speakers, creating a stampede onto the dancefloor. The song had been out just long enough for every drunken teen to know every lyric and belt it out.

	“Out of the way!” Roland pushed but was bounced in seemingly endless directions.

	A minute after the music started, it stopped. The crowd let out a grown, freezing as if Simon said so. There was a squeak and then a voice blared. The vast room filled with sex moans. Porno sounds of women feigning constant orgasms. The squish-squash of sopping use-loosened orifices meeting over-sized dongs. 

	The video did not match.

	“Oh my god,” Cammie said. She yanked at Duncan’s arm. They’d lost hold of Annie who stood a few meters away, looking shocked in the middle of the dancefloor. “Someone shot a video!”

	On the huge screen was Annie in tight underwear and a sopping tank top, her nipples clearly visible through the material. The black, inflatable dick grew and grew and grew. The horror on her face and the shame as she ran, it was all there. And then it replayed. Looping three times. When it finally stopped, the crowd was dead silent. 

	Brian Lily reached for the mouse and started the video over. Bristol stood up front, the only figure not watching the massive screen. This time, he muted the audio and hit play on the secondary track within the DJ program.

	An acapella clip. Smooth Criminal by Michael Jackson.

	“Annie, are you okay? Are you okay, Annie?”

	“Turn that off!” Duncan shouted as he began pushing toward the stage.

	“Disgusting.”

	“Fucking pervert!”

	“It’s a she-he!”

	“Turn that off!”

	“Annie, are you okay? Are you okay, Annie?”

	Annie began to swoon, the crowd around her spreading and giving her space as she took a stumbling step. “MAAAWMEEE!” she wailed.

	This finally triggered the humor of the moment. A handful at first, then more. The laughter began to barrel free of the masses, even as some continued to demand the video be turned off.

	Duncan found Brian behind a curtain, sitting at a computer screen like a pimply Wizard of Oz. “You stop that, now!”

	Brian’s eyes bulged and his fingers made quick work at the mouse. Duncan reared and punched him in the forehead. The kid tumbled backward off the side of the stage. 

	“Fuck!” Duncan said, pivoting on his heels and charging. 

	Bristol was out front of the curtain and Duncan ran at her, his fist cocked. Before he reached her, the lights shattered simultaneously, raining glowing glass down upon the packed floor. People screeched, some hooted. Some made for the exits. Strangely, even the emergency signs died when the power had. Every electrical current had stalled instantly. 

	Annie fell into a heap on the floor. Feet kicked her. Knees banged against her head. She curled, her eyes snapped tight.

	Roland had arrived moments before the power outage. He pushed on through the crowd, making for where he’d last spotted the girl.

	“What the fuck is that?” The voice was loud enough that it seemed as if it had come from the silenced stereo.

	Something as large as a hawk fluttered and swooped into the dark room via the Zamboni door that led into the designated smoking area. People began screaming and stampeding. A second flying creature swooped inside, a third. The things moved toward the screen and the speakers. The stage began to groan under the weight of the things as they perched atop the lifeless screen. 

	“Bristol! I’m going to—” Duncan began to say. He had his left hand on Bristol Walcott’s collar and his right fist cocked back.

	The structure creaked again while the crowd moaned, screamed, ran. Bristol cackled in Duncan’s face, “Hit me! Hit me!” 

	“Duncan, no!” Cammie shouted from below.

	The ceiling clanked then, pinging and whining. The stampede went into overdrive a moment before the ceiling began falling in clumps.

	“Annie!” Roland continued toward where he’d last seen her. 

	All the exits were common knowledge. Many had already made it outside. The falling ceiling crashed faster. Huge chunks of steel and cement slammed the floor. People screamed in terror and agony. The stage had flattened. Several of the attendees had been crushed. 

	Roland got as close to Annie as his unconscious finger touching her boot treads where he lay. Cammie huddled by the fallen stage. Duncan was holding his knee. Annie was out cold, bleeding—no, oozing—onto the cement floor.

	 

	eighty-four

	Oh, Annie of mine.

	The sound, the voice was there and full. Annie refused to open her eyes and risk losing it to the distractions of the seen world. That voice, her mother was with her, willing her to grasp the love lost.

	They took me away, Annie, but that’s okay. You’re almost there. You’re almost ready. The things you’ve seen, the things you’ve been, oh, Annie of mine.

	“Mom, please. I feel so sick,” Annie whispered. 

	Some awareness had returned. She was on her back, in a bed, but not in her bed from the trailer or the bed from the Temple’s house. This bed was stiff and moveless.

	You saw it and it was you who brought it together. You who will capture the light.

	“I don’t understand?”

	Can’t you feel it? Nature takes what it needs, my perfect Annie. It’s evolution and it picked you. It was the voice of Ellen Pilgrim and yet the message brimmed with subtle changes, things close to her mother, but not.

	“Mom, I wanna go back to the farm. Can’t we go back to the farm?”

	Soon.

	The apple was there, and she grasped blindly at the hollow of her throat. Metal clanged and her wrist refused the movement more than a few inches. The binding was too much. There was no choice, Annie opened her eyes. She’d been handcuffed to a steel bed. 

	“Mom?”

	The room was bright and there were no pictures on the pale brown walls. There were two doors. One had a small window. Beyond the window, men and women moved, none looked in on her.

	“Mom?” Annie whispered again as she snapped back flat and closed her eyes.

	Spread your wings and fly, oh, Annie of mine.

	“They put handcuffs on me…I think I did bad things.”

	Annie waited for a reply.

	None came.

	“There’s something in me. I’m sick. I’m hungry, please. What’s happening to me?”

	Nothing.

	“Mom!” 

	Quiet, Annie. Don’t worry, you need not feed anymore…Annie, my queen.

	That was new. Never before had she heard her mother call her a queen. She couldn’t recall her mother ever even saying the word, though she must’ve.

	“Are you really my mom?” she whispered, tears rolling her cheeks.

	At the far side of the room, a door creaked open, and a voice called in, “Did you say something?”

	Quiet now, I will always be your mother, but you’re the one now. Make the light and be as you want. Be as you need. Be everything, for us.

	“Annie Pilgrim?” said a woman’s voice.

	Annie did not dare move. The woman came closer. 

	“Were you talking? Were you confessing to the Lord Jesus Christ? He won’t forgive you. Nobody will.”

	Footfalls played away. As the door creaked closed, Annie heard an exchange between the nurse and a man. Annie thought she recognized the voice.

	Detective Roland Sedgewick.

	 

	eighty-five

	“She still out, Regina?” Roland asked the nurse.

	The woman was tall and strong with ridged veins trailing up from her hands. She had grey hair and a thick accent from somewhere with sandy beaches and coconuts, most likely.

	“Yeah-huh, why don’t you get some sleep, hon. That little one ain’t going nowhere. She won’t be killing no more.”

	It was after 3:00 AM. Roland had helped where he could once the power returned at the arena complex—and he woke up. There were two dead and dozens injured. Annie Pilgrim was out and was not waking up.

	“Who told you she killed somebody?”

	The nurse huddled her arms into her vibrant scrubs. “We all know, she’s got the cuffs and her blood’s no good. You think it’s a cult thing?”

	Jesus, it’s something and if it’s not Annie, I’m fucked, Roland thought, but said, “How are the others?”

	Things were adding up in a strange sort of way. He’d received a voicemail hours earlier. Dr. Minnie Gates was emphatic, almost cackling with excitement. “It’s a bunch of things. Salman knows a guy. He looked and there’s residue in the wounds. Some of it he recognized as the larva stage mucous of one of two dozen types of moths spread over fine hairs of butterfly silk. Type unknown, but it’s for sure somebody loving bugs. The dude said that the mucous has all kinds of purposes: trail pheromones, oviposition conditioning, digestive aids, and leaving imaginal disc cultures for use while cocooning. It’s mostly of the Lepidoptera species; moths and butterflies, baby! And imagine how many little critters this killer has to squeeze like toothpaste tubes to collect this much stuff. And the effort to drain and imitate a proboscis bite… Call me whenever, any time.”

	While listening to the message the first time, Roland’s heart sped and his throat ran dry. It all came back around. Annie in the forest with the moths/butterfly/bird-like things. The flying creatures reportedly swooping onto the stage seconds before the whole place collapsed. The holes. The leavings. 

	Now, he stared through the viewing glass on the door while the nurse talked at him. Annie lay stiff, looking almost dead.

	“Got through the last of the small fractures,” she said. 

	There’d been heart attacks, concussions, blood transfusions. The hospital was a zoo until ambulances came in from other counties to take some of the workload. There were six with breaks bad enough to keep the patients overnight, including Duncan Temple—he’d broken a leg in four spots. One patient had a deep laceration in her stomach—Bristol Walcott. The typical visitors’ hours were tossed out. 

	“I was about to check on Mr. Prescott,” Regina said.

	Roland yawned. “Okay…I think I’ll go home for a few hours. Call the station as soon as she wakes up, would you? Lock this door, too.”

	The nurse smiled and pouted her lower lip in sympathy. “Get some rest, hun.”

	 

	eighty-six

	Chandler, Chandler Prescott.

	The voice came from within. It carried with it an immense hunger. Prescott looked around the dim hospital room. He was alone.

	Our queen needs you.

	The voice belonged to a woman. He did not recognize it, and yet, this was someone who knew him inside and out. 

	The door opened and a nurse stepped into the room. 

	“You’re awake? Business out there keeping you up?” she asked and flicked on the light switch.

	His stomach grumbled and bubbled. The hunger was almost unbearable. The nurse approached his bed. The voice called out, Our queen needs you to feed! With a light and breezy manner, the nurse leaned over Prescott and touched his head. He snatched her wrist and stared into her eyes. It all happened so quickly after that.

	Glass shattered as a window broke inward. Blinding white flashed and reflected on the woman’s pupils. A scream poured up her throat as a long brown tube leapt from between Prescott’s jaws. Tiny teeth circled in rows like a lamprey throat from his proboscis. It snapped onto the nurses’ chest, inhaling blood as it worked through flesh. Swarmed shadows hovered about the ceiling, the fluorescent lights bursting into shimmery showers. The proboscis retracted some before it punched out again, creating another hole. Chandler held the body by her wrist and watched without seeing. The lights in the room exploded and the tiny television screen crackled and popped. The nurse’s body shook as Prescott and the visiting creatures fed, just as Annie Pilgrim had so many times before. In nine seconds, not a drop remained and only a few drops spilled. A meat and bone bag devoid of lifeblood was all that was left. 

	Chandler came to and stared at the wrist he held. The one attached to the dead body of a nurse. Frantic, his eyes darted about the room. Empty. 

	But he was on his feet and feeling good. Better than he had felt since being attacked. His grasp loosened and the nurse slid from her half-perch on the bed. Chandler looked around his dim private room. One real option presented itself. He stuffed the woman into the small closet after retrieving his belongings. 

	Our queen.

	That voice, that comforting motherly voice reminded him his existence was possible because of Annie Pilgrim. She was the queen. 

	Dressed, Chandler slinked away. A group of nurses stood around a station island. The humanity in him screamed for him to run. He’d committed murder.

	Our queen! Chandler Prescott!

	“Not now, maybe later,” he mumbled. 

	Whatever had him did not have him all the way. The officer-cum-murderer, man-cum-monster, found his way out of the hospital unacknowledged. Home was walking distance and the night was warm.

	 

	eighty-seven

	Julia, Austen, and Cammie sat at Duncan’s bedside. There were only two chairs in the room, so Austen sat on the armrest of Julia’s chair. They had to whisper to avoid disturbing the man recovering in the bed behind them. 

	“I wonder how Annie’s doing,” Cammie said, then yawned.

	“Cammie, come’ere,” Duncan whispered, his eyes closed.

	He’d been in and out on drugs for an hour. The worst of the breaks had been in his femur. Doing his best to give room, he scooched over, pushing his heavy cast less than an inch and stopping for the pain. There was enough room on the good side for her and she climbed onto the bed.

	Austen swapped seats.

	“I don’t care how she is,” Julia said, her eyes closed too, her tone full of poison. 

	Austen had played along with his wife, not scolding her for the cold attitude. He’d checked in on Annie twice. Both times Roland Sedgewick had stood behind him while he did so. The girl slept. She was pale, her hair matted to her forehead with sweat. 

	Julia closed her eyes, sliding forward on her chair until her toes touched the wall. Cammie and Duncan were nestled in and asleep in seconds, semi-comfortably. 

	Austen tried to follow their lead. Snaps and flashes. Austen jerked and dozed, jerked and dozed, never really falling into the deep sleep of those around him. He looked at his watch. It was already 6:01 AM. Outside the window, the sun fought for its rightful place in the sky, but was a ways off. A chill shivered through him, and he rose. He looked to his slouched wife, no need to wake her yet. He left without word and entered an elevator. Annie was a floor up. The stainless-steel doors closed and two quick dings announced his arrival. 

	The hall was frantic with action. Doctors rushed toward Annie’s room. Nurses scurried. Alarms rang. 

	 

	eighty-eight

	Bristol awoke in a horrid mood. Everything hurt, especially her stomach. She fingered around and found steel stitches. There was a memory of her perfect plan unfolding and then everything going to shit. She sucked off some loser to arrange that plan, and failure was unacceptable. 

	Ignoring the nasty, tearing sear in her stomach, she rolled sideways and found her cellphone next to her ID and car keys in the bedside stand. Phone powered up, she sent a single text to three recipients. For hours none responded. At 5:39 AM, Sadi and Stacy replied at once. Stating that they were together and in Stacy’s parents’ basement.

	“Dykes,” Bristol mumbled as she typed a command.

	There was little consideration, the girls agreed to come right away. 

	Renee did not message back when called upon—she’d left the hospital with a broken arm and some good drugs, sleeping through any pings, rings, or vibrations from her cellphone. 

	 

	eighty-nine

	Austen burst into Duncan’s room as the minor alarms cried out from the nurse’s station. “Annie’s heart stopped!”

	Cammie fell to the floor and bounced up as if she’d staged the descent. “What?” 

	“Dad?” Duncan said.

	Julia was on her feet, looking confused and disheveled.

	“Her heart stopped. They took her into the emergency room!”

	“How did…? But…” Cammie rambled.

	“It’ll be okay,” Julia said, calm as a monk.

	“Mom, how can you even—”

	The fire alarm screeched and silenced the family. The older man in the room looked around. “Oh, for cripes sake,” he said as he thumbed the nurse alert button attached to the wall. 

	Uncertain of what to do, Cammie and the Temples froze. They gawked at each other until water rained from the ceiling. 

	“Be right back.” Austen ran to the nurses’ station for help. He needed a chair, a chair fitted for a broken leg. He slipped and fell on the slick hall floor, climbed up, and found a nurse busily on his way in the direction he had come from. 

	The nurse deputised Austen and they gathered chairs and stirrup fittings from a vast closet of rolling chrome and leather.

	“What’s happening?”

	“The emergency wing is on fire. Who knows how,” the nurse said as they jogged with wheelchairs.

	Austen helped unhook two men in two different rooms before he and the nurse readied Duncan. The nurse pushed the older man in the shared room in a chair bed while Austen pushed Duncan.

	 

	ninety

	Annie’s infamy had unnecessary, unscheduled staff in the emergency room, gawking. Reports that her heart had stopped were exaggerated. The heart did beat, but at a dimmed and abnormal pace. Once under the lights of the operating theater, Annie’s heart kicked into hyperactivity.

	“What do you suppose?” one doctor asked another. 

	He listened to the rattling heart with his stethoscope and looked at the other doctor while he did so. The second doctor yanked the stethoscope from the first’s ears and listened. It danced to the celerity of a hummingbird’s wings.

	“That’s incredible.”

	“Holy cow!” A nurse standing off to the side pointed a stubby finger at Annie’s handcuffed arm.

	The staff collective shifted their gaze. 

	Annie’s flesh had yellowed and was now browning as the seconds passed. Swelling, the pores widening. The effect was something akin to crystallization. It happened quickly and visibly. Puffing out, incredibly, that flesh no longer looked human.

	“My god.” 

	“Get that handcuff off!” 

	The nurses looked around helplessly. A door creaked open behind the crowd and feet pattered away. The room was alive with murmurs for fourteen seconds after the swinging doors creaked again and a short man with thinning hair and a flabby gut forced his way through the layers of looky-loos. A janitor, and in his meaty hands he carried a set of bolt cutters nearly three feet in length. 

	“Get me on the cuff,” he said.

	The second doctor aimed the short cutting blades against Annie’s ballooning flesh and the steel. The man grunted and slipped, stumbling backward into an oxygen tank, sending it sideways where the nozzle leaned against a wall. He and the doctor secured the blades against the handcuff again. 

	“Urrrgh,” the janitor groaned. The steel snapped, clattering down against the bed.

	The doctors busily explored the girl. Their only plan was to look for inspiration. Her skin cracked as they stripped her gown, her bra, and underwear. The pale flesh was enveloped by the dried cottony shell.

	“Looks like chocolate egg cream,” whispered a nurse standing back, looming for no reason but to see the action and the evil girl. 

	“I think we have to cut. I can’t hear the heart.” 

	Nobody argued the plan. Whatever was going on was well beyond anything any of them had ever seen. A scalpel pushed and the brittle flesh flattened and clung to the doctor’s rubber glove. The knife went deeper and found a solid layer hiding behind the dermal oddity. Clear liquid, viscous as blood, poured from the gap in two distinct streams.

	“I don’t know. I don’t know.”

	“That’s not right.” 

	The knife plunged deeper, hitting something stiff. A gust of air wheezed out and a great light shined through the cut. A high, nearly inaudible cry resounded from the patient.

	“What the fuck?” a nurse said.

	 

	ninety-one

	Oh, Annie of mine.

	The voice was back and closer. It was almost as if Ellen Pilgrim was next to her in the hospital. But no, that wasn’t quite it. It was more like Annie had moved closer, had gone to meet her mother on the other plane.

	Mom?

	It was so white that Annie saw nothing beyond the wonderful shine. The glow she sought, the one she found in glimpses. It was the glow she’d earned with long patient hours uncovering the truths of the universe. 

	That light was god and master.

	That light was the source of everything.

	That light was Annie’s light.

	I’m so proud of you. You’re so much more. They tried to steal the light, but you kept it a secret, and it kept you safe.

	Mom, they were so mean, and you didn’t come. You didn’t come help! 

	There was a brief quiet and somewhere in the distance, a voice shouted, “Holy cow!”

	It doesn’t matter now. We’ll be together forever, basking in your light.

	I don’t understand.

	It’s okay, you will.

	Are you coming back? Mom, I need you.

	No.

	Can I come with you?

	You have me. I am yours. I live in the light, your light. Me and the others.

	The others?

	We have to protect the light. You can’t let them take it. You can’t let them change you.

	Mom, I need you now! 

	I’m with you, always.

	Take me home, Mommy. I want to go back to how it was!

	Protect the light and keep me always.

	A voice carried over the conversation within the white space, “…I can’t hear a heartbeat.”

	It’s time, Annie.

	Time?

	Go, protect the light. The others will come. We all belong with you, to you. Long live the queen!

	Mom?

	Protect the light and we’ll all be together.

	Mom? Mom? Mom?

	A dark crack invaded the purity and Annie knew it was the people coming for the light. To take her away from the self that nature created and dictated. She’d been weak before, but that had been a mistake, she was stronger than any of them could ever guess. She reached for the crack, wiggling her arms free from firm molds that had formed upon her human shape. She saw the blade. The cut was a promise of pain and ruination if she did not fight. It hit her breastplate and she growled internally before letting open her mouth, crying out.

	The lips of the dark crack widened as she tugged. The tear grew and more dimness overcame her senses. There, she forced her head free, smelling the sour air of bad life. The life that wanted to cut her, change her, force her. The life that wanted the light so as to put it out. 

	She burst forth.

	The last thing both doctors, the helpful janitor, and several nurses saw was a spreading crack and a seeping light. The crystalline flesh became eggshell brittle and thickly porous, blackened, as an invisible flame ran from the edges of the crack. Heat jumped and the doctors wailed. The janitor fell backward once again, his uniform darkened, his skin blistering and the little hair that he had was melted to his skull. 

	“Goddammit!” a small nurse shouted as her polyester scrubs shrank and adhered to her flesh. Aimlessly, she burst forward, running from the pain like a shot animal. Wails filled the room and chaos ensued. The weakened oxygen tank with the pinhole leak tipped the rest of the way and fell sideways, spinning out of control, visible orange flames lashing out like a frantic hand. The heat of the already scorching room drove higher.

	Annie closed her mouth and silenced the light’s power. She climbed the rest of the way from her cocoon. The fire alarm was caterwauling and the sprinklers rained down. Annie was okay, she’d emerged a soggy Annie 2.0. The water weighed upon her back, so she crawled, falling to the floor painfully.

	“Mom, I can’t move.”

	Forward, you can’t let them have it. It’s only water.

	“It’s so heavy.”

	And it was. To Annie, it seemed as if she crawled with a cement blanket on her back.

	“Mom!”

	Move, Annie of mine!

	She did. Through the burning room and to the doors, through the doors. Behind her, something exploded. The backdraft warmed her wonderfully while the heavy rains continued to fall. People screamed and ran around her. None paid attention to the girl crawling away from the source of the fire. Walls burned, furniture, chemicals, the intensity of the heat prevailed over the fire prevention systems. Hollow cinder bricks burst as air pockets expanded. Dust flew until the sprinklers turned each particle into mud. 

	Annie saw the dim world beyond the shattered glass. There were people on the ground and others huddled near firetrucks. Closer, an army approached her, heavy figures with monstrous faces, death hoses and murderous axes in hands. They’d kill her if she gave them the chance.

	They pushed through the doors. Annie lifted her gaze. These were true monsters. These lesser beings looking to steal her light. She opened her mouth and hissed.

	 

	ninety-two

	It was cool and dim outside. Only a hint of morning light forced its way over the vast stretch of parking lot around the Pine City hospital. The alarm within the hospital continued its cry while sirens from the direction of downtown screamed while spinning emergency lights assaulted the dark. Three fire pumper trucks approached from down the hill toward the elevated lot of the hospital. A mass of frantic people flooded out the emergency room doors. So many more than normal: patients, visitors, staff, reporters, police.

	In the hasty departure, none noticed the gentle swish of the sky above. The sound of flocking. The high-pitched squeal of something aside from recorded animalia. 

	“Okay, it’s okay now,” Austen said, soaked, pushing Duncan’s chair.

	Cammie and Julia ran in tow, equally soaked. The shivers began once the running ceased. Some got into their cars and started away while the pumper trucks entered. Everything jammed and horns blared. 

	“What about Annie?” Duncan asked.

	“Shh, it’ll be fine, probably a—” Julia started to say. 

	Firefighters entered the building. Small explosions echoed, ceasing any hope for positive affirmation of Julia’s attempted suggestion. Flames danced on the backs of people rushing from the lobby and the burning figures rolled helplessly on the asphalt. The firefighters shifted attention from the burning building to the burning citizens.

	 

	ninety-three

	“This is crazy,” Stacy Kirby said. She stood next to Sadi Graves, both were dressed in hoodies and jogging pants. Bristol was before them in a wheelchair, wearing only her hospital gown and a zippered sweater. 

	“Fucking batshit,” Bristol said.

	Firefighters again ran toward the entrance after they collected and moved all those set aflame—and alive still—hoses and axes at the ready. They pushed through and heat filled the air like a summer breeze.

	“Fire’s warm,” Sadi said.

	The firefighters that hadn’t fallen to the flame instantly, turned and staggered back out the doors. Their flame-resistant clothing melting from their bodies. The crowd gasped. Overhead, the budding sunrise met an unnatural eclipse. The only light now came from the burning hospital as every bulb in the parking lot’s lamps burst. 

	“It’s Annie!” 

	Bristol turned her gaze to the crowd and found Cammie Verona and the Temple family.

	“Annie!” Duncan shouted.

	Bristol looked back to the hospital. Annie Pilgrim was crawling between the pumper trucks, feet from the front entrance.

	“You stupid cunt,” Bristol whispered. She then sneered. “Burn, you twat!” 

	The darkened girl looked up from what appeared to be a long, blackened fire blanket. That voice was like a beacon, a lighthouse in a shitstorm. Annie stared forward and then cried out to the sky. Above, the hovering defenders of the light circled. Suddenly the fire and the voices were no longer the soundtrack of the early morning. A high-pitched keening drowned out the world.

	Annie leaned back and pushed up with her palms against the cold parking lot asphalt. She began to nod.

	“Fuck is she doing?” Bristol said, looking around for a clue.

	Annie hissed at the sky and the keening sank.

	“What the fuck?” a man shouted as the first of what appeared to be giant butterflies swooped down. Queries turned to terrified cries, screeching from every angle as dozens of enormous insectile creatures dove into the crowd. They had teeth and talons, they swiped and bit. Gushers of blood spurted as people ran in circles, looking for safety. 

	Annie straightened and stared at Bristol Walcott. Bristol no longer looked at Annie, instead she yelled at her friends who had disappeared into the darkness—finally thinking for themselves. Austen crouched with his family and Cammie under the back of a school bus, watching. Duncan cringed with pain as he pulled and adjusted, trying to hideaway fully.

	With the flaming hospital as a backdrop, creatures darting about the sky, Annie stepped slowly toward Bristol Walcott. Annie gave little shakes like a wet dog kicking a bath from its legs. The material on her back shivered as she moved, as if working with its own mind, drying itself in the cool, smoky air. It seemed to float upon her now.

	Bristol turned. She looked at Annie. “Stacey! Sadi!”

	Annie leaned down on the arms of Bristol Walcott’s wheelchair and peered at the girl. Massive black pupils and pencil-thin, red irises met the worried and puffy blue bulbs of a spoiled brat. Incandescent motion swirled in the crimson gaze like smoke from a magician’s palms.

	“Get away from me! You freak!”

	Annie’s mouth, slimmer and tighter, more ovular after metamorphosis, smiled at Bristol.

	Austen, Cammie, and Duncan watched the scene. Julia had buried her face in her hands. Police cruiser lights flashed. Doors slammed and shots fired into the sky.

	“Hey! Where’s Annie!” Roland shouted, only just arriving, now in joggers and a tee, bending down to speak to the Temples huddled under the bus. “She’s doing this, isn’t she?” 

	Austen pointed. 

	Roland turned and jogged toward the scene at the wheelchair, gun in hand. “Annie!” 

	She turned her flaming eyes and he stopped no more than five feet away. His expression was agape, uncomprehending.

	Annie faced Bristol.

	“Get her outta here!”

	Annie hardened her gaze. Shivering and shaking, the weight on her back had dried enough that what had felt like a blanket now felt almost like paper. No longer a hindrance, instead, it was a gift from the light.

	“Annie?” Roland mumbled.

	The eyes from beneath the bus watched. Bristol cried and screamed. Annie smiled again and lifted her massive wings. Black and fuzzy as felt, translucent with red and white swirls beneath the outer layers. She was home. At home in mind and body, at home with realized power. She pouted her lips and pinpointed a stream of light through Bristol’s face, burning her like a laser, carving the asphalt behind the girl. Annie snapped closed her mouth. Bristol had been cut in two from her hips to her scalp. The parts separated and bobbed from center like flayed meat. The invisible flame had melted the asphalt and lit tar. Thirty feet from Bristol’s smoldering body and wheelchair, a Ford Taurus exploded.

	“Annie?” Roland said, his voice begging for mercy. “Annie, stop!” He raised his weapon.

	Testing her wings as she walked. Annie moved south. Sedgewick fired over Annie’s shoulder, narrowly missing a wing. That was too close. In a flash, Annie swung back and raced four long strides toward the officer. He aimed and fired. The bullet passed through a wing, doing little harm. Annie reached him and squeezed. Long fingers cut into Roland’s shoulders. He dropped the gun as his bones snapped and his blood sprayed from ten holes as if from a lawn sprinkler.

	“Please, no,” he hissed into her changed face.

	Flapping her wings, Annie took clumsy flight, holding Roland by the arms. 

	“Where’d they go?” Duncan said, leaning, trying to see out from beneath the bus.

	“She’s gone,” Cammie said, dumbfounded.

	Seconds later a scream approached, and the bus rocked on its springs. Glass burst outward. Austen crawled out, scuffing his hands and knees as he moved. Blood dripped down the yellow paint from the body of Roland Sedgewick, which was now draped over a window frame mid-way along the bus.

	Cammie started to follow Austen and he quickly turned. “Back under. Back under. We don’t want to be out there.”

	 

	ninety-four

	Julia busied herself with scrubbing. The house was not as clean as it appeared. Annie had dirtied it with her presence. The filthy little entrails of a bizarre little thing. Julia donated all the stuff she’d purchased for Annie. The original Annie items landed in a garbage bag. Clothes, CD’s, one cassette tape, and an unopened pack of cigarettes, all trash. Austen promised her he’d sell the bike back to Pedalling Doug.

	That morning Julia had listened to the radio, there was a memorial for those who died in the hospital explosion that afternoon. On Wednesday Detective Roland Sedgewick’s family, friends, and police officers—from near and far—would put his thrashed body to rest. There were mixed feelings about the deaths.

	Julia did not see Annie’s so-called wings, did not see her blow fire, and did not see her fly away. It gave her the opportunity to doubt all she heard. Austen had described it once, Cammie and Duncan agreed with what he’d said. Julie wouldn’t hear it. It wasn’t the kind of thing Julia wanted in her life. 

	The police assumed Annie dead, though many disagreed with the assumption. For the public’s sake, and to satiate the thirst of the media, the police declared Annie Pilgrim the focus of a serial killer and that the serial killer died in a hospital fire he very likely created. 

	 

	ninety-five

	“Dammit, Johnny,” a mother scolded her son. He was too damned old to piss in his pants and he knew better.

	“Now we can’t go,” he said smugly.

	“Like hell we can’t,” the woman said. “Would you mind watching her while I go clean this little jerk.” 

	The man seemed trustworthy, said he was an officer. That was before the attack that sent him into early retirement of course. They’d talked a while, she hadn’t asked, but hoped he headed the same way as her not-so-merry-band. He was nice and handsome, and those things rarely came around packaged into a middle-aged man who appeared to also be on the market.

	“Sure thing,” Chandler Prescott said. He forced a smile. All morning his guts did gymnastics, rolling, clutching, and hand standing on his hunger button.

	“Lizzie, get out your book and show the nice man how good you read,” the woman said as she tugged the snotty, pissy-pants boy toward the bus station washroom.

	The little girl, no more than five, pulled a big book out of her backpack.

	“The Very Hungry Caterpillar, I know that one.”

	“I love capertillers,” the girl said with a slight lisp. 

	She had short blonde curls and pink cheeks. She reminded Chandler of pictures of his mother he seen from when she was a girl. His mother had died when he was small. He’d thought about her a lot these last few days, had even been hearing a voice not so different from her voice in his head lately.

	It’s going to be good from now on Mr. Prescott, the voice said. Avoiding your hunger will not quell it. You must eat. We all need you to eat.

	He knew that, and occasionally since he awoke after the attack, his body took control and left his mind behind in the shadows. Whatever was happening, he’d have to accept it or take grave and serious action against it.

	The little girl began to read the book, turning it to show the former officer pictures. The sounds in his belly orchestrated a symphony wail.

	“Here it comes,” he said, white light clouding over his vision.

	“Here comes what?” he heard the little girl say.

	Chandler Prescott came to standing near a shady staircase. The floor was filthy with dust and stank of piss. The paint was peeling. An ugly place to find himself in, but the trouble in his belly was gone. 

	“Boarding call for P-two-four-nine west to Detroit,” a feminine voice called over the PA system. 

	Prescott looked around the smallish bus station. It was the fourth time the light came and took him away. Moved him like a chess piece, always to somewhere secluded. He had his bag with him. Everything looked all right this time, nothing wrong, nothing frightening. 

	Still, the girl was gone with his hunger. That made him queasy. 

	“Did her mother get her?”

	It doesn’t matter. Come home.

	“Right,” he whispered and walked toward his bus.

	He’d long left the station before the mother started screaming. Left before anyone found the body of the little girl with golden curls and puffy cheeks dead in the shady stairwell, exsanguinated and covered in baseball-sized holes.

	Everything’s gonna be good from here on, Mr. Prescott. Promise. We’re all waiting for you, your queen is waiting for you.

	It was a day’s ride ahead. Across the border to Detroit and then south to a little town called Bonny. A little town he’d never been to before. A little town that was now home.   
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